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Preface

This book is as much about constructing relationships as it is about constructing an
understanding of ‘futures thinking’ in the construction industry. The genesis happened
in 2004 when a new working relationship was constructed between the two of us — one the
Professor and the other a new researcher. During a regular research meeting early that year,
the Professor suggested that it would be a good idea for us to talk to the good and the great
of construction to find out what cutting-edge issues were confronting the industry. This
was to be the defining moment that marked the start of the journey that led to the
production of this book. Our initial desire was to get closer to the leaders of industry to
find out about the research agendas that mattered in practice. After all, being a non-
cognate, the Professor had benefited herself in the mid-1990s from constructing relation-
ships with senior people in a number of UK construction companies to gain a better
insight into the world of construction. So, we thought that it was timely then to get a
renewed perspective of the critical issues that industry leaders faced so as to help inform
our research directions. Thus, we proceeded to write to a wide range of senior figures to see
if they were interested in participating in our project.

By the middle of 2005, we constructed relationships with 15 influential figures in the UK
construction industry. What started out as a few interesting conversations led us to take a
number of fruitful detours. Increasingly, we became fascinated by the life stories that these
influential people had to share with us, especially in terms of how their personal life
experiences intimately merged into the career paths that they eventually undertook. We
were also privileged to obtain their firsthand accounts of how the UK construction
industry had developed from the past, the issues that were confronting the industry at the
present and the challenges to be addressed for the future. The personal stories recounted by
our influential participants provided rich, practical insights into what motivated them to
continue working in the construction industry. Often, it is this underlying passion for
construction that sustained their sense of optimism for the future. The issues discussed
were wide-ranging and eclectic, and, at times, the messiness of the data created difficulties
for our sense-making process. Nevertheless, it was the identification of these issues that
drove us to search deeper into a variety of literature sources, from policy perspectives to
foresight studies, to theoretical perspectives of leadership, sustainable development and
governance, resulting in the final compilation presented here.

Two things really registered with us as we progressed through this ‘project’. First, we
were struck by how the legacies of the past, the lessons from the present and the thoughts
about the future of the construction industry were so interwoven in the tales told by our
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willing participants. Second, we got great comfort from the conversations with our
influential figures as there was much confluence between what they had to say and the
theoretical literature that we have subsequently reviewed. This was, therefore, instru-
mental in the way we have designed the structure of this book. To help the reader navigate
through our sense-making process, we have organised this book into three main parts. In
Part 1, we look to the past by reviewing a series of foresight studies of the construction
industry (Chapter 1), and re-present stories of our interviewees’ lives to explain the
development of leadership in the context of the construction industry (Chapter 2). In Part
2, welook to the present by discussing two fundamental issues that emerged in our analysis
of the interview data. These two issues relate to the various perspectives of sustainable
development (Chapter 3) and the governance of the construction industry (Chapter 4). In
Part 3, we conclude with an afterthought for the future, highlighting key lessons learnt by
embarking on this journey and putting forward a series of research questions derived
from what we consider to be a scholarly reflection of ‘futures thinking’ in construction
presented in this book.

Within each of Chapters 2, 3 and 4, we have juxtaposed the views of our influential
figures with a review of the salient points found in the relevant and authoritative sources of
theoretical literature, both in the mainstream literature and the field of construction
management. Whereas we do not profess to treat the diverse range of literature bases
exhaustively, it is hoped that the book will allow the reader to benefit from learning
practical insights from our participants while gaining a rapid understanding of the key
debates of the theoretical subject under scrutiny. By placing our analysis of the interviews
adjacent to the theoretical review, it is also our intention to enable the reader to make
comparisons so that overlaps and gaps between theory and practice can be ascertained.

It is hoped that this book will contribute to a number of areas within the broad field of
construction management. First, the ‘project’ has permitted us to construct a deep
reflection of the life histories of our 15 participants. Life history methodology is rarely
deployed in the field of construction management, and, therefore, we hope that our
analysis provides knowledge of not only what motivates our senior leaders in construction,
but also how these value systems drive the way they think about the future. Specifically, we
have identified how ‘futures thinking’ in construction is really emergent, shaped in part by
the personal passions of leaders in construction. Thus, this challenges the orthodox view
that ‘futures thinking’ in construction, in the form of scenario planning, must be strategic
and objectivised. Second, and following on from the critical finding of emergence, our
analysis has revealed the internal struggles that our influential figures go through when
making sense of the contemporary agenda of sustainable development. This provides a
rich picture of the dynamic ways in which our senior figures grapple with the grand
challenges confronting the industry of the day. Such personal journeys are rarely reported
in conventional research in the field. Indeed, the analysis has sought to explain the critical
issues that help shape decision-making when talking about the creation of a sustainable
future. The trade-offs are articulated in the form of tensions, ambiguities and paradoxes
that our interviewees constantly seek to resolve. Leading on from this is the third point of
our contribution. Much of the discussion on emergence implies the impotence of
prescriptive methods, often espoused in the construction management literature. Indeed,
boundaries as perceived by our influential figures tend to be fuzzy, as our practitioners get
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on with experimenting with new methods of working and new ways of organising
relationships and governance structures in moving forward to the future. Such fuzziness
does not mean the perspectives of our influential figures are any less valid than the neat
categories formulated by theoretical endeavours. Rather, there is much scope in seeking
cooperation between the academy and industry as we make sense of the future for the
construction industry. As the title suggests, the book is about constructing the future of the
industry as opposed to maintaining a constructed view of the future.

Finally, we would like to acknowledge a number of key people in helping us with the
journey of Constructing futures. First, our gratitude goes to Madeleine Metcalfe and her
editorial team at Wiley-Blackwell for their patience and encouragement over the years it
took to produce the final manuscript. We would also like to acknowledge Professor Cary
Cooper, whose work in the 1980s on The change makersinspired our endeavours in the first
instance. We also recognise the financial support provided by the Engineering and
Physical Sciences Research Council (EPSRC) in the UK (Grant references GR/R64575/
01 and EP/D505631/1), which facilitated some of the early fieldwork necessary for this
book project. We also like to extend our appreciation to Paula Richardson who provided
immense assistance in the transcribing of the interviews, Roger Whitham for his efforts in
producing the illustrations, and to Dr. Louise Bissett and Dr. Michael Pritchard for the
conversations that helped in our thinking about the conclusions for this book. The ideas
presented in this book have also been shaped through discussions with a wide range of
colleagues, whom we have interacted with during various conferences. These included the
CIB W55/W65 symposium in Rome 2006 and research seminars at Northumbria
University, Chalmers University and the National University of Singapore, which helped
in the development of Chapter 2; the 21st ARCOM conference in London that helped
validate ideas put forward in Chapter 1, and ARCOM research workshop on ‘sustain-
ability’ in Plymouth, which provided feedback for theoretical aspects reviewed in Chapter
3. Last, but not the very least, without our 15 influential figures and their willingness to
offer up their time to share their stories with us, this book would never have come to
fruition. We are, therefore, indebted to all of them. However, all errors and omissions
remain our sole responsibility.

Paul Chan
University of Manchester

Professor Rachel Cooper
Lancaster University
February 2010
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Chapter 1

Introducing foresight in construction:
exploring the missing link of personalising
futures thinking

‘Man can believe the impossible, but can never believe the improbable.’
Oscar Wilde, 1854-1900

Chapter summary

This chapter reviews previous endeavours undertaken to shape the critical agendas and
forecast future trends for the construction industry. We draw on material from various
post-war inquiries and a number of foresight reports, primarily from the USA, UK,
Australia and Sweden, to synthesise some of the emerging future trends and explore their
implications. Our reflection suggests that future scenarios have tended to portray an
optimistic future for the sector, as stakeholders grapple with the uncertainties and tensions
arising from socio-technical change. Consequently, these scenarios serve to present
alternative, somewhat ideal positions to which all those working in the industry can
aspire. Much work in future scenario planning has relied on the astute few to undertake
blue-sky thinking, usually in committees, and so ‘futures thinking’ presents only a partial
view of what tomorrow’s society might look like and how this impacts on the future
workings of the industry. There is often a disconnection, in that efforts to predict the
future tend to be detached away from those who are operating at the coalface of
operational realities in construction. This book project is driven by our desire to go
some way in ‘personalising’ futures thinking. We do so by tracing the journeys and
personal motivations of those who tend to get involved in shaping the future agenda for
the industry. This chapter sets the scene for the book by justifying the need to examine how
leading figures of the UK construction industry have thought, and are thinking, about the
future of the industry. In so doing, we present ‘futures thinking’ as an emergent process,
rather than the objectivised positions often depicted in the reporting of future scenarios
found in several foresight studies reviewed here.

Constructing Futures: Industry Leaders and Futures Thinking in Construction Paul Chan and Rachel Cooper
© 2011 Paul Chan and Rachel Cooper
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The key issues discussed in this chapter are as follows:

¢ There are very few, if subtle, differences between agendas of the past and the future. Two
recurrent themes appear to emerge in the review. First, efforts to shape the industry’s
agenda of the day are influenced by social change characterised by the transformation of
power relations in the industry. Second, the focus on performance has often been critical
in framing of the ‘futures’ agenda of the industry.

o Foresight studies undertaken about the construction industry often maintain a sanguine
view on the role technology plays in developing the construction industry, and often
downplay social considerations.

¢ ‘Futures thinking’ in the construction industry is, in many respects, an extension of
thinking about present-day issues. This raises questions as to whether foresight reports
in construction genuinely engender a strategic long-term view, both in terms of policy
formulation and implementation.

e It is unclear how legacies of the past play a part in shaping our understanding of the
future. There are certainly convergences between past agendas and the identification of
future challenges. To connect the past, present and future, there is a need to delve deeply
into the motivations of people who have an influence on the development of the
construction industry. This forms the main thrust of this book.

Setting the ‘scene’

‘Oracles, futurists, visionaries [. . .] divine the shape of things to come before anybody else.
And we all avidly await their predictions.”! Human societies have always been fascinated by
the apparent ability of some to foretell what is going to happen in the future. From the
prophecies of Nostradamus, to the daily reading of personal horoscopes, to the monitoring
of weather forecasts, we have always been interested in what future trends may lie ahead so
that we can better prepare ourselves in the present. As trend guru Faith Popcorn asks on her
website www.faithpopcorn.com: ‘If you knew everything about tomorrow, what would you
do differently today?’. Indeed, the ability to accurately predict future trends can be
financially rewarding for those trendsetters whose ideas endure over time. This is arguably
the case for Faith Popcorn and the strategic trend-based consultancy BrainReserve founded
in 1974, who claimed to have identified the ‘caffeinated hegemony of Starbucks to the
cultural squeeze on Wal-Mart to the explosion that is MySpace’. The prospect of owning a
crystal-ball that can allow you to gaze into the future seems rather enticing, especially during
the turbulent times of the present day. In fact, there is no better time to start strategising on
what to do to confront the challenges of a financial crisis that has been beset upon us, as
troubling times offer immense opportunities to steer into new, unchartered terrain. Despite
the gloomy headlines surrounding the economic recession, the resilience of human societies
means that there is an ironic sense of optimism and tenacity as questions are raised
regarding how and when economic recovery will take place in the near future.
Increasingly, the art of forecasting is also becoming less mystical as more robust and
rigorous techniques are being introduced. Faith Popcorn, for instance, bases her trends
(see Box 1.1 below) on getting as close to the marketplace as possible; she does this by
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Box 1.1. Having Faith in Future Trends — the trends
spotted by Faith Popcorn (see also www.
faithpopcorn.com)

Faith Popcorn founded BrainReserve, a strategic trend-based marketing con-
sultancy, in New York City in 1974. Their work basically revolves around helping
businesses identify how future trends might help shape the development of new
products and services. Notwithstanding criticisms that question the scientific
validity of trendspotting, what Faith Popcorn is doing with BrainReserve is
effectively acting as a commentator of how societal trends are shaping over
time. Below is a summary of a number of interesting trends that have been
identified over three decades, and still endure in today’s marketplace:

e 99 Lives: where the pressures of time and the constant demand for fast
delivery force people to multi-task;

» Anchoring: where there is a desire to hook on to something stable and secure
in a fast-moving, ever-changing world;

o Atmosfear. where there is greater fear of environmental concerns;

* Being alive: where there is greater consciousness on the need to live healthy
lifestyles;

e Cashing out: where there is greater awareness that career satisfaction is not
the only goal in life, and that personal life satisfaction matters most;

» Clanning: where there is a greater need to feel a sense of belonging;

» Cocooning: where there is a greater desire to avoid the realities of the outside
world (often credited for the growth in home-working and home-shopping);

» Down-ageing: where there is a greater desire to return to the experiences of
being a child;

e Ergonomics: where there is a greater movement towards mass
customisation;

o Eveolution: where there is increasing recognition of the value and power of
women as consumers;

o Fantasy adventure: where there is greater need to experiment with new
things or go through new experiences;

o Futuretense: where the pressures of today cripples the human ability to cope
in today’s world, let alone think about the world tomorrow;

« Icon toppling: where there is a growing movement to question established
forms of authority;

o Pleasure revenge: where consumers increasingly revel in a lifestyle of
excess;

« Small indulgences: where there is a growing market for affordable luxuries;

e« SOS (Save our society). where there is greater awareness for ethical
concerns;

 Vigilante consumer: where the power shifts to the discerning consumer of the
future.
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interviewing thousands of consumers and tracking popular culture through the
analysis of hundreds of media. In her own words, she explains the process: ‘We
watch. We listen. We intuit. We connect the dots. We continually ask ourselves, why
am [ seeing this? What is this connected to? What may this effect?’. This book focuses
on the growing interest over the last decade in the development of future scenarios that
are specifically generated for the construction industry. Numerous foresight studies
have been produced. In general, these are often written in collaboration with academic
and professional experts, together with client groups represented mainly by govern-
ment stakeholders, to map out future trends and its implications across political,
economic, social, technological, legislative and environmental dimensions. The fram-
ing of future scenarios that could impact on the construction industry is in many
respects similar to the approach adopted by Faith Popcorn, i.e. undertaken by engaging
with the marketplace of the construction industry.

In this book, we are less concerned about reiterating future trends and their implica-
tions. The reader is instead referred to the many foresight studies that exist, most of which,
as we shall see in this chapter, paint a pretty consistent picture of future trends for the
industry. Besides, ideas about the future can often be filled with so much optimism that
there is a high probability that these do not translate to reality. Instead, the focus, as
suggested in the title, is on how alternatives about the future are being constructed through
the eyes of those who tend to get involved in the production of these foresight studies. As
the review below will show, many foresight studies are created through the efforts of
committees made up of a mixture of professionals working in the industry and client
representation usually in the form of government officials. Yet the value systems of those
involved in these committees are rarely articulated; ‘futures thinking’ has the tendency to
be objectivised. This book aims to personalise ‘futures thinking’ by providing a deeper,
more critical analysis of how thinking about the future is shaped through the eyes of a
selection of influential people engaged within the UK construction industry. In so doing, it
is hoped that this book will empower the reader to think about constructing their own
future in the industry as we trace the personal journeys of some of the influential leaders in
UK construction.

This introductory chapter is organised into three main sections. First, a salient review
of key institutional reports into future scenarios for the construction industry will be
presented. We begin this review by revisiting the ‘futures’ agenda of the past, as we
reiterate the summary of many reports written about the UK construction industry since
the Second World War.? Second, we contrast the past with a review of more contem-
porary foresight reports written at the turn of the twenty-first century. The intention is
to illustrate just how similar and relevant some of the agendas framed previously are to
the critical concerns raised in the present about the future. Such convergence is not
surprising, as many of the reports are written by the established institutions of the
industry. We argue that what is needed is a deeper exposition of the value systems of
those contributing to the writing of these reports, in order to develop a more
comprehensive understanding of how and what drives futures thinking in the con-
struction industry. Third, and following from the review, the methodology supporting
the data collection and analysis that informs the writing of this book is discussed, before
a brief synopsis of later chapters is described.
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Construction foresight studies

Over the last decade, there has been a growth in foresight studies across different countries
and industries. The basic assumption governing these studies is that the ‘future will be
different from anything we have seen before’ and that foresight studies represent an
attempt ‘to gauge how the longer-term future may manifest itself’.> The impetus,
therefore, for understanding future scenarios is to better prepare the general population
for uncertainties and challenges that lie ahead. As the chapter unfolds, it would appear that
these foresight studies tended to be conducted in a top-down fashion, often based on select
committees led by key representatives from institutional organisations in government and
industry. In this section, a review of key foresight reports of the past and present is
outlined, with a view to appraising some of the future trends and implications that have
been identified as being pertinent to the construction industry. A critique is also provided
on the usefulness of such foresight studies as objectivised futures, as we make the case for a
more thorough appreciation of the emergent nature of futures thinking.

The ‘future’ agendas since the Second World War

Before one can delve into a commentary about the future, it is always useful to revisit the
legacy of the past, as history does teach us a lot if we bother to find the lessons there. Since
the Second World War, several governmental and institutional reports have been written
about the UK construction industry. For a fuller discussion about these reports, you are
encouraged to read Murray and Langford.* In this section, we have merely reiterated a
summary of some of the recurrent themes established through their analysis of the reports
of the past (Table 1.1).

Two fundamental issues consistently re-occur in these past reports. The first issue
revolves around the configuration of relationships in the construction industry. Typically,
authors of these inquiries have expended much energy in explaining various arrangements
of the relationships between key stakeholders of the client, designer, contractor and
supplier, and how the different ways of organising these stakeholders can bring about
advantages and disadvantages to the design and construction process. The discussion also
tended to revolve around contractual issues, and it is evident that there is a change in focus
towards more relational aspects when discussing how relationships between stakeholders
are being constituted. So, terms such as partnering, integration and supply chain man-
agement have gained a certain degree of familiarity in the discourse of today’s construction
both in the UK and globally. Furthermore, when examining the changing emphases in the
political and institutional debates outlined in these reports, one can trace the shift of power
away from the professionals working in the industry to the clients and users of the built
environment, due in part to the rise of consumerism and consumer sovereignty.

A second recurring theme is the existence of a strong performance improvement agenda
since the post-war period. So, the desire to raise the game in the industry is not a new
phenomenon. However, specific emphases of the performance agenda evolve over time.
Various crisis moments help shape the focus at a particular point in time, and perhaps
explain why reports into the affairs of the industry have been commissioned in the first
place. Admittedly, we can see, for instance, how the drive to boost rebuilding efforts at the



8 Constructing futures

Table 1.1 Key reports on construction (adapted from: Murray and Langford, 2003: 5)

Report Year Title Driver

Simon 1944 Placing and Focuses on contracts and the
management of need for less bureaucratic
building contracts tendering in competitive

tendering, particularly in
government contracts

Phillips 1950 Report on building Focuses on coordination and
public clients seeking better
performance through
improvements in labour
productivity and the
management of the construction
process.

Emmerson 1962 Survey of problems Focuses on integration of the
before the design and the construction
construction process; giving rise to the
industry popularisation of design and

build

Banwell 1964 Placing and Focuses on management of the
management of building process and
contracts for constructors’ need for
building and civil Government regulation of public
engineering work contracts through negotiation

Tavistock 1965 Communications in the Focuses on the systemic conflict

Institute and building industry that characterises the
construction industry and
1966 Interdependence and created a greater emphasis on
uncertainty the sociological perspective of
construction

Wood 1975 The public client and Focuses on placing of public
the construction contracts via package deals
industries (more negotiated work)

Latham 1994 Constructing the team Focuses on relationships between
the parties to the construction
process

Technology 1995 Progress through Focuses on political, social and

Foresight partnership technical alignment of a
changed agenda set by
government

Egan 1998 Rethinking Focuses on performance and
construction productivity of the industry

Fairclough 2002 Rethinking Focuses on the industry’s
construction lacklustre approach to invest in
innovation and research and development and
research the need for closer

collaboration between industry
and academia
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end of the Second World War has helped frame the Simon report of 1944 into finding
efficient ways of placing contracts and managing construction demand; and how the
deterioration of industrial relations in the 1960s contributed to the sociological studies
undertaken by the Tavistock Institute; and how the recession of the 1990s has forced a
rethink about the adversarial working relations of the industry in the Latham report of 1994;
and how the desire to adopt the performance agenda of the manufacturing industry drove
the efforts of the Egan agenda in the late 1990s. In any case, much of the performance agenda
also focused largely on how the construction industry copes with fluctuations in the
economy, and so there has been, and still is, a great deal of interest since the post-war era of
seeking the stabilisation of economic cycles for the benefit of the UK construction industry.

It is unsurprising to note that governments do take an interest, and play an intimate
part, in their interactions with the construction industry. The industry does underpin
many of the other economic sectors through the critical provision of the built environ-
ment by which other industrial sectors depend on to function effectively. Globally, the
government is also a major client of the industry, often accounting for nearly half of
construction output. This possibly explains why reports are constantly being commis-
sioned to capture the state of affairs, as well as chart out future challenges confronting the
sector. In the next subsection, we review more contemporary reports into the future
scenarios that can impact on the construction industry.

Contemporary foresight reports at the turn of the century

Eight sets of foresight studies specific to the construction industry have been analysed for
the purpose of this chapter. These were selected from the UK (three), USA (three), Sweden
(one) and Australia (one), so as to maintain, as far as possible, an international view of the
future. The organisations driving the publication of the selected reports and the details are
summarised in Table 1.2.

A brief background to the remit of the seven organisations and their key recommenda-
tions on future trends is outlined here.

The Construction Research and Innovation Strategy Panel, UK (CRISP)

The Construction Research and Innovation Strategy Panel was originally formed in July
1995 as a joint industry and government panel to identify and develop priorities for
research funders and help set the agenda for construction research and innovation in the
UK. Renamed as nCRISP in 2002, following the Fairclough’ report Rethinking construction
innovation and research, n"CRISP maintained the remit of prioritising and promoting
research and innovation that would sustain a first class construction industry and enhance
the value of its contribution to the quality of the built environment and the wealth and well
being of society. The Panel had a widely based council that met twice a year, whose
membership included construction clients, major industry bodies, government depart-
ments and agencies with a significant interest in construction and the built environment
and the research community. In 2005, nCRISP was subsumed under the National Platform
for the Built Environment (www.nationalplatform.org.uk), an industry-led group focused
on promoting strategic research to industry and its wider stakeholders.
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Table 1.2 Background information to the selected future reports

Organisation Title Author(s)/(Year) Country
Construction Building future scenarios Edkins (2000) UK
Research
and Innovation
Strategy Panel
(nCRISP)
Constructing the future Broyd (2001)
Nanotechnology and Gann (2003)
implications for
products and processes
Construction UK construction 2010 — Simmonds and Clark UK
Industry Research future trends and issues (1999)
and Information briefing paper
Association
(CIRIA)
Commission for The professionals’ choice Royal Institute of UK
Architecture and — the future of the built British Architects
the Built environment (2003)
Environment professionals
(CABE)
Construction Vision 2020 Cll Strategic Planning USA
Industry Institute Committee (1999)
(&1)]
Civil Engineering The future of the design Building Futures USA
Research and construction Council (2000)
Foundation industry (projection to
(CERF) 2015)
American Society of The vision for civil ASCE (2007, 2009) USA
Civil Engineers engineering in 2025
(ASCE)
Achieving the vision for
civil engineering in
2025: a roadmap for the
profession
Chalmers University Vision 2020 Flanagan, Jewell, Sweden
Larsson and Sfeir
(2000)
The Australian Construction 2020: a Hampson and Australia
Cooperative vision for Australia’s Brandon (2004)
Research Centre property and
for Construction construction industry
Innovation (CRC)

Nonetheless, the priorities included a wide range of issues, many of which are still
relevant today. These encompassed customer needs, sustainable construction, design,
technologies and components, process and performance, information and communica-
tion technologies (ICT), housing and construction research base, regulatory and financial
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framework and motivation and communication. From these priorities, it can be seen that
nCRISP had a large focus on technology. In fact, as part of identifying future trends for the
construction industry, the Panel embarked on the foresight programme in the late 1990s,
which had as its aim the desire to increase the UK’s exploitation of science. The
programme ascertained either potential opportunities for the economy/society from
new science and technology or how future science and technology could address societal
challenges ahead. Three key reports were produced as a result, which included Building
future scenarios® that led on to Constructing the future’ and latterly a review of Nano-
technology and implications for products and processes.® Based on the Social, Technological,
Economic, Environmental and Political (STEEP) framework, as well as other wider
foresight studies such as The long boom,” future scenarios'® were developed by the
researchers involved. The key emerging trends identified were as follows:

e Social: ageing population, rise of the urban population, restructuring the notions of the
‘family’, home’ and ‘work’, and rise of individualism;

e Technological: use of ICT in facilitating a knowledge culture, use of biotechnology in
materials, food and medicine, growth of nanotechnology, and alternative energy
sources;

¢ Economic: shift towards the service industry, greater utilisation of human skills and
technology, and consideration of the location of firms;

¢ Environmental: climate change, regional sea defences and water storage and supply, and
levels of governance (i.e. local, regional and national) and its impacts on the environment;

e Political: layers of governance (see Environmental above), and the innovative use of the
public purse;

e Specific to the built environment: globalisation and increased competition, provision
for housing in terms of design, construction and use, implications of increased use of
ICT in the workplace, development and use of sustainable materials, safe construction
and refurbishment and reuse of buildings.

Establishment of these trends led to a number of recommendations, including:

e The promotion of ‘smart’ buildings and infrastructure;
e Improvement of health and safety;

¢ Enable supply chain integration;

e Invest in people;

e Improvement of existing built facilities;

o The need to exploit global competitiveness;

e The need to embrace sustainability;

e The need to increase returns on investment, and;

¢ The need for forward planning.

The Construction Industry Research and Information Association, UK (CIRIA)

The Construction Industry Research and Information Association is an independent
research and innovation organisation in the UK with three main research foci: building
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and facilities, transport and water facilities. Their key concerns include technical issues,
legislation and regulation, training, management and economics. Complementing the
efforts of nCRISP, a research team at CIRIA embarked on a project aimed at eliciting future
trends from industrial practitioners. This fulfilled part of the agenda of ‘Adopting foresight
in construction’. In 1999, Simmonds and Clark'' reported on findings derived from
interviewing more than 140 participants across eight companies (undisclosed and no
mention was made regarding research methodology) and they concluded with the
following implications for the construction industry:

e Increasing customer-centric focus;

¢ Types/use of buildings and shorter building life cycles;

 Rising importance of housebuilding and infrastructure;

* Increasing globalisation and international trade and competitiveness for the industry;

¢ Changes in planning and development in terms of restrictions on greenfield sites and
rise of the self-build sector;

¢ Changes in construction processes with a growth in standardisation and prefabrication;

¢ Growth in skills and competence development; and

* Increasing importance of sustainable materials and use of land.

The Commission for Architecture and the Built Environment, UK (CABE)

The Commission for Architecture and the Built Environment is an executive non-
departmental public body based in the UK with ongoing foci on educational and
healthcare facilities, residential homes and a strong design remit. The Commission is
primarily involved with engaging with young people where design of the built environ-
ment is concerned, the housing and regeneration agenda, the design and use of public
space and environment, as well as skills and planning for the future of the industry. As part
of initiating the debate about the future, a book entitled The professionals’ choice: the future
of the built environment professions'> was published in 2003. This book contained several
scenarios that were each taken up by a leading academic expert to ‘imagine forward and
wrote backwards’. These scenarios included:

» Regulatory: increasing self-regulation of the professions, professionals providing more
‘consultancy’ in risk management, flexible working;

¢ Economic: towards a service industry with user-centric focus, increasing agenda for
environmental sustainability, growth in leasing rather than owning, need to rethink
skills to meet ever-changing business models;

¢ Technological: decline in construction undergraduates, increase mass customisation and
diminishing role of the professions, growth of alliances and supply chain integration;

e Social: increase personal autonomy and decline in traditional education in terms of
career paths/choices, increasing need to be culturally sustainable, shifting definition of
work and impact on personal lifestyles, rising importance of environmental and
sustainability issues;

¢ Managerial: integration of construction professions, shift towards softer ‘creative’ skills
and move away from hard engineering and management, construction becoming a
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more stable sector due to shift towards offering the whole package of building and
servicing.

The Construction Industry Institute, USA (ClI)

The Construction Industry Institute based at the leading University of Texas at Austin,
USA is a network of more than 90 organisations representing clients, contractors and
suppliers in both the public and private sectors. Its main remit is to engage with these
industrial partners to deliver business effectiveness and improvement of capital facilities
over its life cycle through dealing with such matters as safety, quality, schedules, cost,
security, reliability, operability and global competitiveness. To guide its long-range
planning process, the CII’s Strategic Planning Committee began a series of meetings
and consultations in November 1997 to develop blue-sky thinking in a number of areas.
These culminated in the production of a report entitled Vision 2020 in 1999," which is
summarised as follows:

* Globalisation: intertwining of national and regional economies, rise in international
procurement, increasing geographic dispersion of integrated teams, skills needed to
align different cultures and interests, upgrading of technical competence in developing
countries;

¢ Technology: increase use of ICTs blurring the lines between project phases, sustainable
materials, automation on-site;

¢ Business relationships: increase in project alliances, more comprehensive project
management skills, reshaping of business entities, changing stakeholders’ roles, growing
importance of risk management;

e Characteristics of projects: increasing focus on renovation and renewal, rising impor-
tance of flexibility, operations, maintenance and decommissioning becoming more
crucial at the front-end, increase project complexity;

e Planning, design and construction practice: increased use of prefabrication and
standardisation, enhancement in resource planning coupled with increased automa-
tion, rising importance of intelligent handheld systems, need for real-time performance
measurement;

e Workforce: minimised use of craft labour and increase in capital substitution, growing
need to consider work-life balance, importance of recruitment and retention of high-
quality engineering graduates, increased industry—academia collaboration.

The Civil Engineering Research Foundation, USA (CERF)

The Civil Engineering Research Foundation forms part of the American Society of Civil
Engineers (ASCE). Based in Washington D.C. USA, their main remit is to act as the engine
for dissemination and application of research and innovation in the industry. The chief
priorities of the CERF lie within the areas of productivity, performance and sustainability
within design and construction through collaboration and innovation. The CERF also
holds the directorship of the Building Futures Council (BFC), an organisation aimed at
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promoting future-oriented thinking across the American construction industry. In 2000,
CERF produced a foresight report entitled The future of the design and construction industry
(projection to 2015),"* which identified future trends including the heavy use of IT, 24/7
production with three global shifts, lean permanent core staffing with significant out-
sourcing, increased specialisation for small firms, increased computer literacy, need to
demonstrate an understanding for human behaviour and lifestyles and the understanding
of social roles and economic implications. These identified trends led CERF to a series of
key questions on how these would bear implications for the built environments, including:

¢ Engineering emphasis: sustainability and the question of balance between economic,
environmental and social imperatives, need for more global understanding and shift
towards being a service industry, the age-old question of doing more with less and the
possibility of reverting to the ‘Master Builder’ concept;

¢ Clients: the changing role of public agencies, large firms becoming major clients for
small firms, growth of the non-governmental organisation (NGO) sector;

¢ Characteristics of projects: increase collaborative working, rise in prefabrication
and mass production, growth of build-operate-transfer (BOT) sector, increase
automation;

e Internet and software development: growth in the use of sensory devices, self-heal
materials, use of technology reducing inspection and maintenance costs, electronic
networking and data management;

¢ Workforce: increasing diversity amongst the workforce, emphasis on high-tech nature
of the industry, move away from research-oriented to practice-oriented,;

e Public relations for the professions: changing professional roles and liability, rising
importance of risk management;

o Small firms: increased specialisation, delivery on request, more networking and more
consolidation with larger firms;

¢ Miscellaneous: decentralisation of infrastructure, increased knowledge of advanced
materials, understanding of the interaction of energy, information and infrastructure.

The American Society of Civil Engineers, USA (ASCE)

The ASCE was founded in 1852 to represent members of the civil engineering profession
globally. To date, the ASCE has around 150 000 members worldwide and its vision is to
position engineers as global leaders in a quest to build a better quality of life. A summit was
organised by the Association over 2 days in June 2006 to produce The vision for civil
engineering in 2025."> Around 100 participants comprising civil engineers, engineers from
other disciplines, architects, educations and leaders from government, institutions and
business participated in this visioning exercise. Of particular concern at this summit was
the contribution made by civil engineers to the well being of society and the natural
environment when designing and constructing physical infrastructure. The environmen-
tal agenda and social responsibility framed in terms of public health, safety and welfare
certainly featured prominently as a backdrop to the discussions at the summit. A number
of critical issues for the future were identified by summit participants, which form the basis
for an action plan created by the Society in August 2009.'® These issues included:
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e The pressing need to embrace sustainability;

e Theimpacts of globalisation on engineering practice and the need to attract the best and
brightest to the profession;

¢ Increasing demands for energy, drinking water, clean air, safe waste disposal and
transportation;

¢ Greater need for collaborations forged across disciplinary and professional boundaries;

e Increasing need to engage with research and development, especially given technolog-
ical developments in information technology, intelligent infrastructure, digital simu-
lation and nanoscience;

e Better understanding of risk management especially in the age of uncertainty char-
acterised by natural disasters, security threats and public finance; and

e Changing demands of clients and owners.

Chalmers University of Technology, Sweden

Chalmers University is based in Gothenburg, Sweden. In 2000, a team of academics from
both Sweden and the UK produced a Vision 2020’ document in response to a think tank
that wanted to know more about how technologies over the next 20 years would impact on
Sweden’s construction industry. The vision was generated after an extensive literature
review and consultation with the industry via workshops. Three key future trends were
identified: globalisation, 24-hour operational capability through the ‘virtual workplace’,
and pollution, global warming and environmental issues. These led to a number of
recommended areas of emphasis, including:

e New and smart materials: growth in the development and use of materials that self-heal
and are adaptable to the environment;

e Biomimetics: increased exploitation of technology that has the ability to mimic how
nature deals with problems of adhesion, keeping warm (or cool), etc.;

¢ Nanotechnology: nanotechnology and the implications of material technology;

e Embedded systems: increased use of such systems to control, monitor and assist the
operation of equipment/machinery/plant, use of such systems to enable/enhance
communications;

e E-business: diversification and increased use of the web (and its different forms);

e Human capital: increased need for lifelong learning, recruitment and retention of
younger workers, evolution of educational programme to allow people to retrain
themselves and increased job mobility, and use of virtual reality to teach.

The Cooperative Research Centre, Australia (CRC)

The CRC for Construction Innovation was formed in 2001 as an Australian national
research, development and implementation centre focused on the needs of the property,
design, construction and facilities management sectors. Emulating global efforts
into establishing future scenarios, Construction 2020"® commenced in November 2003
to capture the Australian industrialists’ perceptions of future scenarios, with a view to
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identify drivers and barriers that would respectively enable and inhibit the future, and to
establish research gaps that needed to be plugged into. Through a series of exploratory
workshops held in every capital city of Australia between November 2003 and February
2004, a questionnaire was produced to extract the current situation and the practitioners’
views of the future. Validation workshops then proceeded to clarify and confirm the
findings and to gain further support from the industry and agree on future action points.
Eight headline visions resulted from the exercise, which are summarised as follows:

¢ Environmentally sustainable construction: climate change and depletion of natural
resources, need to look for alternative energy sources, need to consider triple-bottom-
line accounting (social, economic and environmental), education for environmental
awareness;

o Meeting client needs: flexibility in design, improved client requirements capture,
concept of more informed client;

» Improved business environment: increasing importance of alliances and collaboration
(within supply chain and between industry and academia), use of ICTs to enable
improved communication;

¢ Welfare and improvement of the labour force: growing computer literacy, increased
dynamism in developing the workforce, improvements in health and safety through
training;

¢ ICTs for construction: increased reliance on mobile technology, improved capability
through training;

e Virtual prototyping for design, manufacture and operation: improvements in virtual
reality, growth of ‘try before you buy’ concept;

¢ Off-site manufacture: increasing need to focus on off-site manufacturing, need to
consider economic, social and environmental benefits;

¢ Improved process of manufacture of constructed products: supply chain integration
and development of an industrial process protocol.

Synthesis of critical trends and implications from the foresight reports

From a political perspective, virtually all the ‘futures’ reports recognised the trend of
globalisation and how this demands the need for greater collaboration. At the same time, it
is interesting to note the expectation of increasing decentralisation of government
and devolution of power to the regions and localities. Given the major role that
the government plays in the industry, this would have implications in terms of how
public spending policies are concocted. Certainly, up until the global financial
crisis, relative freedom of capital movement has seen the rise of private equity
finance, and the proliferation of schemes such as private finance initiatives (PFI), as the
guardians of the public purse develop more innovative ways of funding infrastructure
development.

Socially, globalisation sees the intensification of migration. The enlargement of the EU,
for instance, implies greater (freer) movement of labour across member states, bringing
with it the challenge from a human resource management perspective. Of course, the
changing demographics also result in changes in consumer tastes, which necessitate
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consideration when producing design and construction solutions for the evolving client.
In this respect, the reports have pointed to the trend towards greater individualism
manifested in smaller sized households and the bourgeoning need for constructing more
affordable single-person dwellings. In the age of consumerism, the role of clients and end-
users will also gain increasing acknowledgement by construction professionals. From an
economic perspective, business performance measurements and management will take
into account more intangible forms to consider issues like customer satisfaction. In raising
the professionalism of the industry, greater credence will be accorded to the role of the
knowledge worker.

Technologically, ICTs were considered by many foresight studies to play a greater,
more significant role in construction, which has traditionally been a slow adopter of
innovation. Visualisation of the design and construction process is likely to proliferate.
Enhancement of technologies is likely to be influenced by growth in the nanotechnology
sector. There are also possibilities raised about the use of more automation and rapid
prototyping technologies that will see less reliance on workers to physically construct
buildings. However, counter-arguments have also been raised in some of the foresight
reports that present a less sanguine view of such advancements, as calls were made for the
need to maintain a more balanced perspective of the social implications of technological
progress.

The climate change agenda was also forecasted to gain more prominence as debates
about energy consumption and alternative sources strengthen. It is likely that greater
restrictions will be placed on the extraction, production and consumption of building
products, reflected in changes to building regulations. Solutions will also have to be found
to address the impacts of climate change, e.g. increased flooding and disaster and crisis
management. This will probably result in stricter planning rules regarding the use of
greenfield sites. Furthermore, the role that professionals play in the future and the way the
behaviour of built environment professionals is being regulated have been called into
question.

Tables 1.3, 1.4 and 1.5"7 illustrate the emerging trends and implications for the built
environment as recommended in the foresight reports reviewed in this section.

Critical appraisal of foresight studies

It is interesting to observe how the various reports reviewed in this section have been
somewhat consistent in discussing the emerging themes that are critical for securing the
future of the construction industry. In many respects, there is a great deal of convergence
in the agendas raised in the foresight studies and the past reports originating from
numerous post-war inquiries mentioned above. As the review highlighted, the reports
dealt essentially with changes faced by society across political, economic, social, techno-
logical, legislative and environment dimensions at a particular point in time. The reports
have also mostly been compiled through consultation with major stakeholders of the
industry, typically with representation from client groups, regulators, professionals and
academics. However, as the nature of stakeholders changes, and as power relations shift
from one stakeholder to another, there is undoubtedly divergence as to whose views get
represented in the reports as the constituents alter over time. This does influence particular



Table 1.3 Summary of key trends extracted from the selected reports

Trend nCRISP CIRIA CABE Cll CERF ASCE Chalmers CRC
University

Ageing population

Flexible working and living

Rise of the individual

Globalisation

Move to service industry

Increased use of ICT

Demand for lifelong learning

Sensors and communication
technology

Automation

Nanotechology o

Climate change o

Alternative energy sources o

ASCE, American Society of Civil Engineers; CABE, Commission for Architecture and the Built Environment; CERF, Civil Engineering Research Foundation; ClI,
Construction Industry Institute; CIRIA, Construction Industry Research and Information Association; CRC, Cooperative Research Centre; ICT, information and
communications technology; nCRISP, Construction Research and Innovation Strategy Profile.



Table 1.4 Summary of the key implications extracted from the selected reports

Implications nCRISP CIRIA CABE Cll

o
m
X
m

ASCE Chalmers CRC
University

Smart materials and buildings
Sustainability agenda
Prefabrication and standardisation
Mass customisation

E-everything

On-site automation

Customer focus
Housebuilding/infrastructure
PFI/PPP

Self-build

Refurbishment/renewal

Planning restrictions

Global competition

Invest in People o
Growing worth of professional judgement ()

ASCE, American Society of Civil Engineers; CABE, Commission for Architecture and the Built Environment; CERF, Civil Engineering Research Foundation; ClI,
Construction Industry Institute; CIRIA, Construction Industry Research and Information Association; CRC, Cooperative Research Centre; nCRISP, Construction
Research and Innovation Strategy Profile; PFI/PPP, Private Finance Initiative/Public—Private Partnership.



20 Constructing futures

Table 1.5 Drivers for change in the future

Climate change

Individualism

Lifestyle
expectations

Political change

Rise of

China/India

Technology and
communication

Terrorist threat

The use of technology and
automation as substitutes

The employment of immigrant labour

Public image of the industry
Increased legislation

— Cost, knowledge and training

Transformation of building
regulations

Innovation in technologies
(e.g. under-water construction)

More single person accommodation

— Affordability
— Location

— Newbuild versus refurbishment

Increased traffic

— Impacts on the environment

— Transport infrastructure
development

Increased leisure and support

facilities

Importance of education

More and better products

More and better paid jobs

Better quality products

Balance of choices and opportunities

Europeanism

UK in charge of own destiny through

local/regional government

Opportunity to export our expertise

Material shortages

Capitalising onimmigrant populations

Companies needtoinvestin research
and development to stay ahead

Skills and training

Businesses require smart buildings

New entrants into construction
market
Industry growth

Surveillance
New markets

Drivers Critical issues Main threats
Ageing + Workforce capacity issues » Lack of preparedness
population « Changing consumer profile « Sustainability of finance

(e.g. pension funds)

» Cost and political will
+ Resistance to technological
advancement

» Cost

« Politics/funding

« Uncertainty over the balance
of public/private provision

» Planning issues

« Difficulties to change human
behaviour

+ Widening gap between rich
and poor

* Money, savings and lack of
education

« Infighting/bureaucracy

e Lack of awareness and
understanding of markets

« Lack of market stability for
investment

« Uncertainty of benefits from
research and development

» Short-term culture

o Fear
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emphases placed on each foresight report. That said, the constitution of the committees
that produce these foresight reports is such that those involved are likely to represent an
elite few in government, industry and academia. Therefore, recommendations tend to
focus on high-level strategic policy matters with relatively less emphasis on how the
implementation might be realised.

It is notable that the foresight reports tend to deal with the tensions arising from socio-
technical change when discussing implications of future trends. On the one hand, the
response of many foresight reports remains incredibly positive about the promises of
greater efficiencies and reduction of physical labour made by technological progress. On
the other hand, there is also recognition of the social implications of future scenarios,
although the impacts on the livelihoods of those who work in the industry are often
downplayed. Any acknowledgement of social impacts tends to be framed in relation to the
market, usually in terms of changes in consumption patterns. Another tension that is
inherent in many foresight reports is the issue of time-frame. The foresight reports
reviewed in this chapter all discussed future trends and implications within a 15-20 year
horizon. As we have argued above, because foresight reports are really about grasping with
societal change in the world we live in today, futures thinking tends to be an extension of
present-day thinking. This is certainly the point made by Harty and colleagues,”® who
argued that many foresight studies tend to focus on the matters of the day, as they
questioned whether these reports really generate a strategic, long-term perspective of how
the world we live in today can be revolutionised.

At best, foresight reports present commentaries of present-day challenges confronting
society, with a view to offering alternative perspectives — framed as future scenarios — to
tackle these challenges. The foresight reports tended to be compiled by committee, and,
therefore, lacked the personalised view of how such ‘futures thinking’ can be enacted. Such
institutionalised accounts of the future are often divorced from those working at the
coalface of operational realities at the grassroots level.”' Indeed, it is not clear how the
recommendations of various foresight reports are implemented beyond the rhetorical
level. It is our suspicion that foresight reports are just simply crystal-balls for future gazing;
it is probably difficult, and indeed a futile exercise, to figure out what real action exactly
derives from which report. If foresight studies were to realise their intentions of
engendering change in industry and society, there is a pressing need to personalise
‘futures thinking’.

In this book, we ask the fundamental questions of what exactly is ‘futures thinking’
in the construction, and more critically, how is ‘futures thinking’ shaped by the
individuals involved in such an exercise? In answering these questions, it is the
intention of this book to seek explanations for the process by which future scenarios
for the construction industry are framed, and to provide greater clarity as to how
much of the thinking about the future is derived from the occurrences of today and
legacies of the past. We have also observed that many foresight reports tend to present
an objectivised view of what the future might look like, and rarely explain how such
thinking is influenced by those involved in its generation. Therefore, a chief
objective of this book is to articulate how individuals who are likely to participate
in such a ‘futures thinking’ exercise help formulate the outcomes through their
personal value systems.
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A note on the methodology

The idea for this book originated in early 2004 when we were interested to find out what
trendsetters in the UK construction industry thought about the future of society and how
this impacted upon the work of the industry. We drew particular methodological
inspiration from The change makers** and Business elites,”> in which Cooper and colleagues
investigated the motivations that drive corporate leaders in the UK and how these drivers
help influence the nature of British businesses and industry. So, by the end of 2004, we set
out to formally invite a wide spectrum of high-profile participants from a range of
organisations including designers, contractors, government officials and client represen-
tatives, by writing to them to explain our intentions. A total of 15 people (see interviewee
biographies in the appendix; and Table 1.6) responded positively to this call, and their
interviews form a large part of the material presented in this book.

From middle of 2005 to the end of 2006, we undertook the interviewing process. The
pressures of finding a mutually convenient time to meet with our often very busy
participants meant that there was inevitably a longer gestation period before data for
this project could be amassed for analysis. Each interview was nevertheless done
consistently. Three key questions form the basis for the interviews. In the first instance,
we were interested in gaining a deeper understanding of the interviewee’s personal and
career journeys, including the personal and career issues that were critical influences that
led them to where they are today. Second, we wanted to find out our interviewees’ thoughts
about the main challenges confronting the industry today, and how these agendas have
altered throughout their lifetime. Third, the interviews were designed to capture their

Table 1.6 Brief description of the participants interviewed

Participant Organisation at time of interview Role

Alan Ritchie Union of Construction, Allied Trade unionist
Trades and Technicians (UCATT)

Bob White The MACE Group Contractor

Chris Blythe Chartered Institute of Building Professional

Institution

Chris Luebkeman Arup Engineer

George Ferguson Royal Institute of British Architects Architect

Guy Hazelhurst ConstructionSkills Government

Jon Rouse The Housing Corporation Government

Kenneth Yeang Llewelyn Davies Yeang Architect

Kevin McCloud Grand Designs Media

Nick Raynsford MP for the Labour Government Government

Sandi RhysJones The Simon Group Contractor

Sir Michael Latham Construction Industry Training Government
Board (CITB)

Stef Stefanou John Doyle Group Contractor

Tom Bloxham Urban Splash Developer

Wayne Hemingway Taylor Wimpey Designer
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Table 1.7 Interview protocol

Category Key questions

Personal and Describe for us the career path you have taken. How did you come to
career history work in the construction industry?

How has your personal life (from the earliest days you can remember)

influenced the decisions you have taken in your career choices?

What were some of the critical events in your personal and career

lifespan so far? Why were these critical? And how did these influence

what you did?

Who are the biggest influences in your personal and career lifespan?

Present issues

In your opinion, what are some of the present day issues that are
confronting the construction industry? Why are these critical?

How have the emphases of these issues changed over your personal
and career lifespan so far?

How have you dealt with some of these issues in the past, and even
the present?

Future challenges * What, in your view, are the big issues of tomorrow?
What, in your view, should we be starting to think about or do to
address these future challenges?

It must be noted that although there is a clear structure presented here, the interviews were often carried out in
an open conversation manner, and so the distinction between the three categories is more fluid than outlined.

perspectives of the big issues facing the industry in the future. A semi-structured protocol
was used to help facilitate the interview process. This protocol is summarised in Table 1.7.

Each interview lasted up to 3 hours. Consent was given by the interviewees to record the
proceedings and these were transcribed verbatim, yielding a total of around 150 000 words,
for textual analysis. Additionally, cross-references were made to validate some of
the assertions made during the interviews. This entailed inter alia checking through
available records of company information and searching through news archives where
appropriate. The text derived mainly from the interviews was analysed thoroughly and
iteratively to identify emerging themes. Determining what these themes should be was an
arduous task, in part due to the unwieldy nature of such qualitative data. Nonetheless,
references were also made to the themes emanating from the foresight reports, as well as a
more comprehensive review of the literature surrounding emerging issues. Of course, the
conclusions presented in this book are solely our interpretations; therefore, we have
attempted to re-present at great length as much direct quotation as possible, so that
readers can make their own minds up on whether our conclusions hold up to scrutiny.**

At this point of explaining the methodology, it is critical that a main caveat is stated. For
those readers used to reading standard reporting of research findings by Ph.D.-trained
researchers, who diligently adopt a rational, scientific process, this will not be the case here.
To all intents and purposes this book is not designed to report the results of a conventional
research project. Instead, just as we were motivated to embark on this journey ourselves in
2004, we hope that this book will provide some fresh insights into the way influential
people, who have elected to participate in this endeavour, have struggled through their
personal and career lives to frame their thoughts about future challenges facing the
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construction industry. Although we do not lay claim to putting forward a representative
view of the critical issues, we have sought to ensure that as broad a range of people as
possible was consulted as part of the data collection process. We must, nonetheless, state a
critical contribution of this book.*” By tracing the intimate details of how our chosen
participants have gone through their personal and career lives connected with the
construction industry, we have therefore employed a rigorous and robust methodology
that is rarely deployed in the field of construction management, i.e. life histories.”® Of
course, the validity and reliability of the findings remain a critical cause for our concern.
More basic research might be required to verify the truths contained in our interviewees’
perspectives. However, it is maintained that for the purpose of this book — that is to elicit
the personal motivations and value systems of those who tend to be involved in shaping
futures thinking in construction — the personal life stories of our participants should
suffice. We hope you enjoy mulling over the stories of our participants and that this book
will stimulate more scholarship into better comprehension of how we shape our
understanding of the future challenges facing the construction industry.

The structure of the book

This book is split into three main parts.

Part 1: Tracing the past

In Chapters 1 and 2, we focus our attention on the past. In this chapter, we have reviewed
how agendas of the past connect with various foresight studies written at the turn of the
twenty-first century that help identify trends of the future that might impact on the
construction industry. In Chapter 2, we will review the theoretical concept of leadership in
construction alongside an analysis of the stories of leadership development by the
influential figures interviewed for this project. The findings reveal a rich picture of where
the leading figures have come from in their personal and career lives thus far, how they
have developed in thinking and practice, and how these contribute to their thoughts about
ongoing and future developments in the construction industry. The conventional idea
that leadership is a tangible thing that can be easily defined and measured through a set of
attributes is being challenged, and an argument is put forward to view leadership as more
of an emergent process.

Part 2: Eliciting the future

In Chapters 3 and 4, we focus on the analysis of our interviewees’ thoughts about future
challenges that the industry is attempting to grasp in the present day. Chapter 3 will focus
on the issue of sustainable development. Sustainability emerged as one of the most
important agendas for the leading figures interviewed. The analysis of their thoughts
reveals an acceptance of the need to trade-off between economic, social and environmental
concerns, and that skills development is needed to ensure the pursuit of a sustainable
future. An attempt will also be made to compare the perspectives of our interviewees with a
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review of literature based on various theoretical perspectives of sustainable development
of how the construction industry can contribute to sustainable development. Whereas
Chapter 3 stresses the importance of human agency and relations in meeting the
sustainable development agenda, Chapter 4 looks at the concept of governance with a
view to appreciate how an institutionally coordinated response to sustainable develop-
ment can be achieved. Positive action requires strong governance. Chapter 4 traces our
interviewees’ thoughts on a wide range of key influences, including globalisation, the
intensification of public—private collaborations, the changing organisational forms of
construction firms, the role of education and research and the future meaning of
professionalism in the construction industry. These thoughts correspond closely with
the general literature on governance, which traces the paradigmatic shifts that evolve in
terms of overlapping political, corporate and community levels of governance.

Part 3: Towards an afterthought

In the final chapter, we conclude with the key lessons learnt by pulling together the various
strands discussed in the preceding chapters. This chapter will focus on three fundamental
messages:

« First, we established that ‘futures thinking’ is really about emergent thinking, by which
policy-makers make sense of the complexities of socio-technical change;

 Second, societal change disrupts the established order of doing things and constantly
dismantles boundaries of the past. Such disruptions contribute to the impetus behind
efforts to engender ‘futures thinking’;

e Third, although the removal of boundaries brings about the promise of exciting, new
ways of doing things, it also creates a number of tensions and paradoxes that
practitioners have to contend with. Articulating ‘futures thinking’ is a way in which
practitioners make sense of these tensions and paradoxes. The chapter calls for more
scholarship to understand how these tensions and paradoxes are resolved by
practitioners.

On the whole, this book is about understanding how societal trends of the future are
being shaped by those who engage in ‘futures thinking’. Through scrutiny of the value
systems of influential figures in the UK construction industry, it is the intention of this
book to articulate how these contribute to more effective ways of framing an agenda for
achieving a more sustainable future. It is hoped that you will enjoy reading this, and, like
us, benefit from understanding how ‘futures thinking’ is derived.



Chapter 2

Influential people in the UK construction
industry: what makes leadership
in construction?

‘A life spent making mistakes is not only more honorable but more useful than a life spent
in doing nothing.’
George Bernard Shaw, 1856-1950

Chapter summary

In the previous chapter, it was argued that research and policy efforts to report on future
scenarios planning are often divorced from a deep exposition of the value systems of those
who frame such future agendas. To gain a better understanding of the future development
of the construction industry, it is vital for us to gain insights about the people who ‘lead’
the industry. This chapter is, therefore, dedicated to offering an explanation of how our
interviewees, chosen as leading figures representing the UK construction industry, have
arrived at the position of influence in the present day. To do so, the chapter comprises a
salient review of mainstream leadership theories, as well as studies undertaken specifically
to analyse leadership in construction. Tales of how our interviewees developed — both
personally and professionally — are then re-presented to make sense of the complexities
and dynamics of the workings of leadership in the context of construction.

A review of the leadership literature reveals that the understanding of construction
leadership is somewhat primitive, failing to consider the relatively mature developments
of mainstream leadership theories. Furthermore, mainstream scholars raise the need to
examine the context of leadership as part of broader sociological, historical and political
developments, rather than simply reinforcing the ad nauseum emphasis on managerial
functionalism. Our analysis of the interviews illustrates how the critical leadership
antecedents of people, places and events help shape the thinking of our leaders.
Furthermore, we discuss how a number of our interviewees tend to take on the role of
starters rather than finishers. Such desire to move on from one idea to the next probably
accounts for the fact that these leaders tend to be connected to a wide range of people as
they embark on a lifelong journey of learning. However, there is nothing prescriptive here
about the nature of leadership, as the label itself is rather less meaningful than what our

Constructing Futures: Industry Leaders and Futures Thinking in Construction Paul Chan and Rachel Cooper
© 2011 Paul Chan and Rachel Cooper



Influential people in the UK construction industry 27

interviewees, in their positions of influence, actually do. In this chapter, we discuss how
many of our leading figures have the tenacity to want to make a difference for the
betterment of the industry; that they are often willing to seize every opportunity to make
animpact and influence an outcome. We will also note how our interviewees are purveyors
of the establishment on the one hand, yet, on the other, they are also keen advocates of
change within the institutions in which they serve.

The key issues discussed in this chapter are as follows:

 People, places and events matter in shaping of the thoughts and practices of leaders in
the construction industry. It is the range of experiences — both past and present — that
continually define how leaders respond to the challenges of the day;

e Leadership cannot be defined as a static concept. Rather, leadership is an emergent
process that emphasises the need for adaptation and learning to confront the ever-
changing environment;

e The role of learning is critical in the enactment of leadership. Leaders are often avid
learners of new knowledge, willing to step outside their zones of comfort and never
afraid to learn from mistakes made in the past;

¢ Leaders often start from an esteemed position of wanting to make a difference in society.
To be an effective leader, one really has to want to make an impact;

¢ Thereis much to be gained to emphasise the social dynamics of leadership development.
Understanding life histories of influential people can be a useful start to help articulate
personal agendas of those who are likely to shape the future of society.

Introduction

‘It would be pleasing to think that the future was a blank screen on which we could design
our future. The reality, as Ernest Hemingway once said, is that the seeds of our life are
there from the beginning — if we bother to look’." This book is about understanding how
future scenarios can be shaped in the context of the construction industry, drawing from
the perspectives of a number of influential figures in the UK industry. In this chapter, an
understanding of what makes these people influential is being examined. We pose the
question as to what makes a leader in the construction industry; and, to seek answers to
this, we cast an eye on the past lives of the 15 influential people involved in the study, so as
to appreciate their value systems and how these might help influence their vision for the
future.

The mainstream field of leadership is well researched; most leadership theories and
models that are still being discussed today have evolved from the scholarly work of the
1950s and 1960s” into identifying characteristics that enable individuals to become leaders
(often perceived as people with authority) or to display leadership techniques.” Over the
last decade, there has been a resurgence of interest in the study of leadership, in part due to
wider recognition of the dynamic, changing business environment and the need for
organisations to constantly adapt and innovate to survive. Popular writers* have talked of
the need for new types of leaders to champion the competitiveness agenda based on
innovation.
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Despite the wealth of knowledge built around the concept of leadership, there are
scholars who contend that the understanding of leadership has not been fully developed.’
As this chapter unfolds, it is suggested that the application of leadership studies in the
realm of construction management remains somewhat primitive. The contribution of
this chapter, therefore, is to broaden the application of leadership theory in construction.
The chapter is organised as follows: a review of the salient points of leadership literature is
first presented, which reveals a need for a deeper examination of the values and belief
systems that shape the development of leaders, before outlining what, in our view, makes a
leader in construction based on the interviews undertaken.

Leadership theories and application in construction

‘The practice and study of leadership has been, is, and will be a continuing fascination for
leaders and academics.”® However, leadership is not necessarily found only in the elite few
of the upper echelons in business organisations.” In a systematic review published by the
Advanced Institute of Management Research (AIM) in the UK, Munshi and colleagues
maintained that ‘leaders are important at all levels in the organisation’;® they considered
leaders to perform two key roles: that of motivating others into uncharted terrains,” and to
design organisational systems that enable employees to be innovative. In this respect, the
concept of leadership is different from the study of management.

Several writers have considered this distinction. Kotter,'® for instance, suggested that
management is more about coping with the ordinary run of the mill in organisations,
whereas leadership is about coping with change. In a similar vein, Grint contrasted: ‘the
division between Management and Leadership, rooted in the distinction between known
and unknown, belies the complexity of the relationship between problem and response.
Oftentimes the simple experience of déja vu does not lend itself to the application of a tried
and tested process because it is really “déja vu all over again”."" Fairholm put it simply, ‘if
you can count it, you can control it, you can program it, and therefore, you can manage it.
If you cannot count it, you have to do leadership.”"?

Nonetheless, Fairholm suggested that ‘some still may not see a distinction’."” Indeed,
critics have argued that the blurring of boundaries between leadership and management is
due to the dominance of functionalism in management research. For Berry and colleagues,
throughout ‘the early development of leadership theories [. . .] the ontology was realist and
the epistemology was functionalist [. . .] these also fit with the managerial functionalism of
Henri Fayol.'"* They added, ‘The criterion for effectiveness is still the functional
effectiveness of the leader’s behaviours [...] yet Fayolian functionalism and structural
functionalism have been in critical retreat for decades’.'> At this point, it is, therefore,
pertinent to trace the development of contemporary leadership theories and to examine
their adoption into construction management research.

Development of leadership theories

Five clusters of leadership theories have been suggested in the literature:'® traits and styles;
contingency; transformational/transactional; distributed; and structuralist leadership
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theories. Early leadership theorists have been concerned with discovering the traits and
styles that leaders possess,'” believing that these characteristics are what differentiates
leaders from followers.

However, sceptics have indicated that these characteristics do little to predict whether
people who possess such traits will necessarily become leaders.'® Indeed, as Fairholm
stated, ‘studying individual leaders may not get you to a general understanding of
leadership [...] leadership is something larger than the leader — that leadership encom-
passes all there is that defines who a leader may be.”'® Subsequently, a strand of leadership
theories emerged that considered the context in which leadership is practised. Proponents
of the contingency approach®® subscribe to the view that any leadership response is
dependent on the particular situation that warrants that response.

Contemporarily, the contingency approach has also received some criticism. Grint, for
example, argued that ‘the difficulty of separating the situation from the leaders [is] because
the former is often the consequence of the latter’,?! rather than the other way round. Grint
(2005) used the analogy of the Trojan Horse to illustrate this by claiming that ‘the
appearance of the wooden horse outside the walls of Troy did not require the Trojans to
bring the horse inside the wall, they chose to do it’, and added, ‘This reassertion of the role
of choice in the hands of leaders does not imply [. . .] they are determined in the actions by
the situations they find themselves in.>*

Culture and power relations often run alongside the study of leadership. Burns®
examined the leader—follower relationship, and differentiated between transactional and
transformational leadership. The former relates to the rewards—punishment (‘carrot-and-
stick’) framework that influences the behaviour of followers; and the latter points towards
the emphasis on the effective articulation and communication of vision through such
attributes as charisma.”* However, others>> have observed that analysing the effectiveness
of transformational leadership is virtually impossible due to the subjectivities involved in
personal styles.

Questioning the conventional leader—follower dichotomy, distributed leadership the-
orists*® have suggested that new forms of work organisation have resulted in greater
interdependence and coordination, which in turn give rise to the need for more distributed
leadership practice. Using examples from the education sector, Spillane*” objected to the
often taken-for-granted view that those who work at the lower levels of the organisational
hierarchy are necessarily subordinated to the leaders of their organisation; the logic that
those who lead in organisations can expect those who work at the grassroots to follow,
willingly or otherwise, remains questionable. Furthermore, given the trend towards more
self-management and flatter business organisations, distributed leadership theorists insist
that there needs to be consideration of leadership at all levels of the organisation.”®

Organisational systems feature prominently in structuralist leadership theories. Pop-
ular writers like Peter Senge talk of the need for leaders to engage in systems thinking
when designing organisational learning environments to deal with the ever-changing
business climate. Huff and Mdslein® suggest that a crucial role of leaders is to design
organisational structures that facilitate effective distribution of resources. Leaders fulfil the
role of ‘architects in an administrative sense’.”' However, structuralist leadership theorists
have begun to consider the dynamic interactions of the people who are being subjected to
the organisational systems designed by ‘leaders’, echoing the long-standing sociological
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debate on duality of structure and human agency. For example, Collinson’> draws on the
work of scholars like Giddens™” to consider interdependent relationships between leaders
and followers, contending that ‘followers’ practices are frequently proactive, knowledge-
able and oppositional [...] and that leaders themselves may engage in workplace
dissent’,>* reinforcing shifting power relations that align with the distributed leadership
perspective.

Application of leadership theories in construction management research

The adoption of leadership theories in construction has been somewhat primitive when
compared with the relatively mature development of mainstream leadership literature
summarised in the preceding subsection. Many leadership studies in the field of con-
struction management research have been concerned with merely examining leadership
effectiveness in relation to organisational performance. For example, Odusami and
colleagues,”” through analysing data collected from 60 questionnaire surveys from project
leaders in various professions, investigated the relationship between project leadership
and construction project performance. The attributes of project leadership found in their
survey instrument originated from the four leadership styles (shareholder, autocrat,
consensus and consultative) developed by Slevin and Pinto.>®

In understanding the role of leadership in promoting construction innovation, Nam
and Tatum®’ interviewed more than 90 construction professionals involved in 10
innovative projects that took place in the USA in the late 1980s, and concluded that
effective leadership implied the need for leaders who are technically competent entre-
preneurs who can drive forward innovation. In a similar vein, McCabe and colleagues38
examined the nature of leadership in the management of quality. These studies tend to
support the traits and styles strand of leadership theories, and augment the emphasis on
managerial functionalism observed by Berry and Cartwright.”

Of course, culture plays an important role in the study of construction leadership. For
example, Low™® contrasted between Eastern and Western philosophies to discuss the
relevance of the teachings of Chinese philosophy, Lao Tzu, in construction project
leadership. Fellows and colleagues*' also investigated leadership styles and power relations
in quantity surveying in Hong Kong. Other behavioural research into construction
leadership includes Dainty, Bryman and Price,** who discussed the essence of leadership
in empowerment within the UK construction sector.

There is no doubt that these studies provide illuminating insights into leadership in
construction. However, the emphasis remains narrowly focused on the performance
agenda and does not consider progress made in the trajectory of mainstream leadership
theories outlined above. There is indeed a need to move forward with examination of
leadership in construction and this is the intention of the work reported in this chapter.
The next section will highlight some of the emerging issues to take this forward.

Looking forward but learning from the past

The observation provided by Berry and Cartwright that research on leadership has
hitherto concentrated narrowly on managerial functionalism and the effectiveness agenda
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is indeed true for studies undertaken in the area of leadership in construction. In fact,
Fairholm argues more forcefully, ‘Researchers have denigrated the idea of leadership [. . .]
because they misunderstand the evolving nature of authority derived from changing social
structures, and because they have missed opportunities to tie in research procedures and
focuses from intellectual interests such as psychology, sociology, history and political
science, not just scientific management, Weberian bureaucracy, and the like’.*’

Berry and Cartwright pose a further question, ‘How then do persons become leaders?’
and add, ‘From early constructions that leaders were born and schooled in a given social
class via constructions of entrepreneurs as leaders, the literature has been opaque upon the
actual process of leader formation’.** Indeed, Cooper and colleagues*® suggested that
before one looks into developing authentic leaders, one needs to learn from the past of the
individual. As Samuel Taylor Coleridge beautifully penned, ‘If men could learn from
history, what lessons it might teach us! But passion and party blind our eyes, and the light
which experience gives is a lantern on the stern, which shines only on the waves behind us!’.
This is what this chapter seeks to do by examining the past lives of leaders in UK
construction to better understand underlying values and belief systems that influence their
current practice and thoughts on the future.

So what makes a ‘leader’ in construction?

This section presents the findings from the analysis of the past lives of our leaders. The
analysis reveals the critical leadership antecedents of people, places and event that shape
the thinking of our influential participants. In essence, the findings point to the age-old
balance between nature and nurture, i.e. leaders emerge as a result of both the innate
qualities they possess and the environment to which they have been exposed. These key
points will now be elaborated below.

Critical antecedent: people

It is commonly accepted that the construction industry is extremely paternalistic and
many writers have alluded to the power of family relations in encouraging new entrants
into the industry.*® So, it is unsurprising to find this same phenomenon manifested in our
interviews. Many of our participants talk about how they were influenced by their family
and social circles to get involved with the construction industry. For example, Chris
Luebkeman spoke fondly of his grandfather, ‘My grandfather was an inventor and
he studied what we could call civil engineering in the broadest sense as well as geology.
He probably had a big influence on my life’. He went on to explain his grandfather’s
influence, ‘When I was a young lad, I worked as an apprentice carpenter on weekends and
in the summertime for about five or six years. Afterwards, [ went to university to study and
got a double major in Geology and Civil Engineering at Vanderbilt University in Nashville
Tennessee’.

Charles Handy reflected on his life and commented that the fact that his many family
relations were teachers should have provided him an insight into his teaching career,
suggesting that ‘our past is inevitably part of our present and also of our future’.*” It is
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perhaps not coincidental that Chris Luebkeman followed in the footsteps of his grand-
father. George Ferguson also acknowledged the role his father played in encouraging him
to become an architect, as he reflected, ‘Although my father wasn’t telling me to be an
architect, I think he always showed a great interest in buildings and he could draw very
well. He was an excellent craftsman too, especially joinery and cabinet making’. Alan
Ritchie was also initiated into the trades when his father signed him up for an indentured
apprenticeship.

The support of family members is indeed instrumental for encouraging new entrants
into the construction industry, and this is particularly the case for minorities wanting to
work in the industry. For Sandi Rhys Jones, she explained, ‘I love the Built Environment, I
am fascinated by buildings and big structures. I remember as a small child sitting and just
watching cranes. I helped my father in practical jobs around the house. My father was an
electrical engineer and was a very practical man and he taught me as a child how to saw
wood, how to hammer nails. He taught me to paint and decorate. I enjoyed it. It was
something tangible and that continues to be so. I am the painter and decorator in our
family, I can French polish and upholster and I like general building work including
bricklaying. I would like to come back in another life as a bridge builder’.

Family members can also shape the way we behave in society. For Stef Stefanou,
he attributed his business acumen to his father, who had a lasting impact on how
he manages the affairs of the construction business he chairs today, T can always
remember my father. To him, the principle that the customer is always right applied.
And the lesson I got out of that was that the client is the most important part of the
company, because no matter how many good people you have, without a client, you will
have no business to start with. The second thing is that really you have to look after your
staff, be they the cleaners or be they the directors. Again, you can have the best clients on
Earth, but if you haven’t got good people, you're finished’. As we will see in the later
chapters, Stef — and indeed all our interviewees — feels passionately about the significant
role that human relations play in the effective delivery of work done in the construction
industry.

Access to senior people

Notwithstanding the importance of people in shaping our interviewees, and the part that
family members play in promoting the industry to the interviewees during their formative
years, it is also apparent that the key to achieving success for many of our leaders was the
access to senior people during the early stages of their career. This was the case for Chris
Blythe, as he remembered one of his earliest work experiences during his placement in
industry: ‘T went back to college and my third placement was with Esso Petroleum in
Birmingham. They had just opened a new terminal and I got involved in some interesting
projects there. I worked on a project with a girl from Aston University in the regional head
office for a while for the authorised distributor network in Worcestershire and we were
asked to come up with some recommendations as to how that would work. We were only
young undergraduates and we were given this exercise to do. We did the presentation to
senior management and we implemented its proposal and looking back at it now, I’d be
scared to death to do a project like that, but at the time, we did it and it was wonderful’.
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This not only developed his confidence in dealing with senior people, but also remains his
pride and joy today, ‘If ’'m ever up in the West Midlands, and I see a particular authorised
distributors, I think, “Yes, we were behind that from the work I did back in 1975™.
Nonetheless, the ability to shine in front of senior management at that stage in Chris’s life
has certainly opened many subsequent doors for his future career.

For Bob White, his moment of epiphany was the opportunity to work on a high-profile
project with senior people in Bovis. He explained, ‘My mentor at Bovis then was Ian
McPherson. He was then number 2 in a division and we got on very well. And then, when
Broadgate came along, I decided I’d had enough of working in an engineering type role, so
I said to Ian McPherson when Broadgate was on the horizon, “Look, if we win this job, I
want to be a part of this thing”. And he said, “Yeah, happily”. And I mean, Broadgate was
the first major development in terms of construction management and Bovis, as a result
were well ahead of the pack in terms of applying that process. As a result of that, both Ian
and I decided to set up Mace at the end of 1990’.

The importance of networking

The preparedness to network was evident in the way some of our leaders gained access to
senior people in the industry. For example, Kevin McCloud, known for his television series
Grand Designs, remembers his opportune moment in getting into television. ‘It was
because I had written a book about lighting and somebody said, “Oh, we need somebody
to talk about lighting” around 1994. This was when, actually as a discipline, there were only
two books on the subject and that was it, one by me and one by a girl  know very well, Sally
Story. She was a much respected writer in her time. But anyway, they paid me 100 quid or
something and that was it and then they asked me to do it again for another show and again
and they kept saying, “Oh, Kevin, you’re good. You’re good on television. You’ve got to
talk about this. You’ve got to talk about that, even though you don’t know anything about
it”. And I would oblige’.

In a sense, this mirrors the way Sandi Rhys Jones got to lead the influential Equal
Opportunities Working Group in 1996, which promoted inter alia one of her greatest
missions in the industry — women and equality in construction. ‘Sir Michael makes the
point that there were very few women and this is madness. . .I managed to get an invitation
to go to the launch of the Latham Report and to ask a question. They had the great
and the good lined up and I said how pleased I was to see the emphasis on the realisation
that there were very few women in the industry and that this should change. “What
practically was going to be done about that and was there going to be greater represen-
tation of women in the process?” I asked. At that point, there was a lot of shuffling and Sir
Michael says, “Sandi Rhys Jones asked a question as to whether we were going to do
anything”. It was subsequently agreed that there would be a Working Group on Equal
Opportunities and I was proposed as a member by the Association of Specialist Sub-
Contractors. Six months after it had started, I became Chair of the Working Group — 16
men and women - and we focused on gender’. Therefore, the old adage of being at the right
place and at the right time, and so it seemed saying the right things, mattered in securing a
role for our interviewees to exercise their influence on the industry in their subsequent
career lives.
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The sum of the parts

In spite of the stories recounted by our interviewees, and specifically naming senior people
who have had an influence on their lives, none of our interviewees considered that a single
individual could claim credit for shaping what they do in their professional practice. For
our leading figures, it was usually a wide range of people that had crossed their paths at
various stages of their career, who collectively help mould their character and thoughts
about their work. So, Alan Ritchie talked about how his late predecessor in the trade union
was passionate about championing the employee voice. Bob White attributed to his early
work experience with Henry Suede and Sid Bell from Nottinghamshire County Council
shortly after graduation, when he was involved in an innovative project at that time called
‘Research into Site Management (Project RSM)’. He explained, ‘this was a remarkable
learning experience, at a fairly young age, as an architect to actually design a building and
then have to go on site and instruct the group of guys how to build your building that you
designed’. Conversely, Chris Luebkeman recalls how his architect friends at university
transformed his views about design beyond engineering drawings.

So, our influential people were themselves influenced by a variety of people whom they
interacted with throughout their careers, and it is difficult to pinpoint precisely what
causes them to think the way they do. Indeed, Nick Raynsford summed up the emergent,
evolutionary process in which a range of people helped contribute to their thoughts over
time, as he acknowledged ‘A huge range of people, and there is no individual that I would
say 'd learnt everything from or who’d inspired me most. I mean it’s a very wide group of
people, including great engineers, great architects, people who’ve headed construction,
major construction contractors, people who have been inspired clients. There is a wide
range it would be invidious to name individuals’. However, it is not everybody that can
have that effect. Nick explained that it is ‘the quality of the people that I have met’ that
mattered, and ‘their commitment and dedication and ambition to work more effectively
together rather than reverting to the old adversarial culture that sadly damaged the
industry so much in the past’ that have influenced the way he thinks about how
the construction industry can develop in the future.

Critical antecedent: place

Geography also plays a crucial part in our leaders’ thinking. This is natural given the
physical and transient nature of construction work, where the essence of place plays a more
prominent role when compared to other industries. So, Jon Rouse remembers his
childhood spent in deprived parts of Bradford and Barnsley in West Yorkshire and his
reception when his family moved to a relatively ‘leafy suburb’ part of Northamptonshire.
‘When I was twelve or eleven, my parents mainly for the sake of mine, and my brother and
sister’s education, decided to move away from Barnsley and we moved to leafy, suburban
Northamptonshire. The contrast was very stark, because when I was in Barnsley, although
my dad was a social worker, you know, he wasn’t earning a huge amount of money, and we
were actually one of the wealthiest families. But when we moved to Northamptonshire,
we nearly became the poorest family’. Jon explained that following his early exposure
to income disparities, and having experienced the North-South divide, he became
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determined to work in the broad areas of housing and social regeneration to help combat
poverty issues.

Tom Bloxham was inspired by the industrial landscape of Northern cities like
Manchester, and again, the contrast between the dilapidation of buildings in Manchester
in the 1980s and the relative vibrancy of places such as Camden Market in London
motivated him to pursue a lifelong expedition to renew and refresh many of the derelict
industrial buildings across the country. Tom stressed, ‘Coming from Manchester and
seeing an amazing stock of old buildings that seem to have been dumped because they were
empty and, on every street there are boarded-up empty spaces. I had seen a potential for
them. You’d imagine a load of really interesting designs, in terms of shops, maybe
hairdressers, occasional restaurants, but nothing in terms of housing or offices. At the same
time, I was aware of a load of people who were young entrepreneurs, who started selling
clothes in Camden Market. You suddenly think there is an opportunity here’. It is again no
accident that Tom still maintains an entrepreneurial drive when seeking out opportunities
for property redevelopment in his pursuit to encourage mixed uses in buildings.

George Ferguson also explained how the city of Bristol instilled in him a passion for
heritage preservation when he studied at University there, ‘I found Bristol so fascinating.
The university and the architectural school were bang in the middle of the city. I always
thought that that was a very important part of my education. Being in a city and interfering
myself with that city and taking an interest in it, I can’t overestimate the contribution that
being a citizen of Bristol made at that time’. As we shall see later on, living in Bristol as a
student imbued a sense of political activism in George that would see his longstanding
interest in the English heritage grow even more fervently. For Alan Ritchie, the sense of
place did have a political dimension. Remembering his experience of delivering a speech to
100000 UCATT (Union of Construction, Allied Trades and Technicians) members in
Hyde Park, Alan Ritchie noted, ‘T keep on saying to myself, if you want to be Prime
Minister of this country, you couldn’t do it in Paisley. So, you know, if you want to
influence the politics of this country, if you want to be there at the top table of the General
Council of the TUC (Trade Union Congress) you’ve got to go to London’.

The medieval term ‘journeyman’ was used to describe an apprentice who moved around
with a master craftsman. In a sense, this is still very relevant to the world of construction.
Indeed, our leaders have benefited from the experiences gained through travelling around.
As with the critical antecedent ‘people’, our leaders certainly did not ascribe their
development to a single place. As Chris Blythe suggested, ‘I’'m originally from Yorkshire.
I was born in Bradford. I grew up on the East Coast. My father was in the Air Force, so we
travelled around a lot. It’s strange because I was away to boarding school and because my
father travelled around a lot. So, I would say that all these influences probably came more
by living in different schools and different homes and visiting different places when I was
younger’.

Critical antecedent: events

Critical events during the personal and career lives of our leaders also contribute to the way
they think about the world around them. So, Stef Stefanou, a Greek by upbringing who was
raised in Egypt, considered the Suez Canal crisis in the late 1950s to be a major turning
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point in his life: “You know the revolution in Egypt? Gamal Abdel Nasser in Egypt? When I
left Egypt, the media kept saying that he was supposed to be a dictator who was suppressing
all foreigners in Egypt at that time. But when I was in Egypt, I never saw people killing
anybody. That was a major event for me. I used to spend hours and hours reading in
Battersea Library what the English papers were writing about Egypt. I thought, “They must
be writing from another country!” because I didn’t experience it when I was living there.
So, I started realising that there is a game here.  was an innocent kid that thought life goes
on normally’. This event certainly helped make Stef Stefanou sceptical on any official
reporting of current affairs, even to this day.

George Ferguson described one of his life-changing episodes while studying in Bristol,
‘In my second year, I bought a house, which might sound extravagant. But I paid the
deposit with the money I got from selling a patent on a game and the rest of it was bought
with my student grant which was very small because the house cost £800 and the mortgage
was £5 a week and I used to let part of it. Now, that may seem like an irrelevance. But,
I wasn’t just buying a house. It was threatened with demolition. So I was buying a
campaign. I decided when I bought the house that what I was doing was to campaign for
the future of this area’.

Chris Blythe’s passion for developing people emanated ironically from his experience in
making people redundant throughout his career, as he traced his first experience as an
accountancy placement student, ‘T had my first taste of insolvency practice. And that was a
thoroughly unpleasant experience, you know. They were single-minded in what they had
to do. For the staff that the firm took over, they were very tough and dismissive and I think,
unnecessarily cruel’. He went on to add, ‘A couple of years after that, funnily enough I went
to work for a firm of accountants. And very early on, I was sent to do some work on a
tannery down in South Wales. The aim was that the tannery was going to shut and it was
going to go bust. You know, we thought it was going to go bankrupt. They had got all the
redundancy letters because we were making about half of the staff redundant that day. But
before we issued them, I got in touch with the local job centre and arranged for an official
from the job centre to come to the place in the afternoon and as we were making people
redundant, they would go to this job centre official and she then made an appointment for
them to go into the job centre to make sure that they had all the forms to start a claim for
benefit’. This demonstrates how early events had a lasting impression on Chris Blythe, and
how he had learnt from first episodes of being involved in redundancies. This probably
explains his later involvement in people development initiatives including Investors in
People (IiP) and his current role as CEO of the Chartered Institute of Building (CIOB).

For Sandi Rhys Jones, it was a similar tale, as she described her experience as an executive
officer at the British Post Office, ‘Shall I tell you how I was known? C5/1. And you signed in
to the minute and you signed out to the minute. I was defined at my desk as C5/1 and I can
remember that now. It taught me was that you should never depersonalise people in the
workplace and as I grew older, I realised quite how dreadful it was. By all means
mark the desk with a number, but not the person. I learnt about managing people’. It
is notable that Sandi Rhys Jones went on to dedicate most of her career to making
everybody count in the industry, especially women and ethnic minorities.

For many of our leaders, however, critical events that shaped their professional thinking
were often linked to a personal sense of achievement. Bob White, who co-founded MACE



Influential people in the UK construction industry 37

Limited intimated, ‘At Broadgate, I got my first exposure to construction management.
And it was such a breath of fresh air to us. We all felt liberated because of the process. It all
enabled us to perhaps utilise skills we thought we had much more in previous systems.
It also allowed us to engage ourselves with the other partners in the supply chain process in
ways we never did before. And we were re-engineered by it’.

Jon Rouse and Nick Raynsford both talked about the ‘big break’ in their working lives.
For Jon Rouse, ‘T had my big break. Basically, if it hadn’t been for my big break, I don’t
think I'll be here today. I got a phone call from Richard Rogers and he basically said, “I’ve
gota proposition for you. I've read your work. I've seen some of the things you’ve done and
would you be willing to come and be Secretary of my Urban Taskforce?” and I spoke to
Price WaterhouseCoopers and they released me on secondment for until after Christmas
to produce Towards an urban renaissance which I ghosted. I wrote it with the oversight of
the Urban Taskforce and I'm very pleased with that. Now ’'m very proud of it. I don’t think
it’s perfect by any means, but I think it was the basis of the shift in philosophy in the Labour
Government, in terms of formulating the basis of their urban policy’. It certainly set Jon in
good stead for heading up the Commission for Architecture and the Built Environment
(CABE), then the Housing Corporation and now Croydon Borough Council.

For Nick Raynsford, “The most important campaign that I was involved in during the
early days was for the passage of the 1977 Homeless Persons Act, which was very much
promoted by non-governmental organisations. Government was initially not certain it
wanted to or not. Local government was generally hostile. So, that was quite a challenge
to get the law changed. And we succeeded by means of a private members bill, which was
given government backing, but it was nevertheless a private bill, so it wasn’t a piece of
government legislation. And that required a huge amount of lobbying from the organisa-
tions that I was working with to support the legislation’. It is no wonder that Nick is a keen
advocate for seeking cross-partisan partnerships in politics and has often worked on the
basis of forging collaborations, as we shall see in the later chapters. Nick was also
instrumental in the decision-making process at the governmental level for the Channel
Tunnel project in the UK, an event that first made him aware of the importance of the
public image of construction.

To be or not to be? The age-old question of nature and nurture

The preceding section provided a rich picture of how people, places and events can
critically shape the development of our leaders. This is based on our post hoc analysis of the
career trajectories of our leaders. However, it does little to ‘answer’ the age-old question of
nature and nurture, i.e. are leaders born or made? The remaining part of this section
outlines our analysis, which suggests that it is probably the latter.

| started and so i'll finish?

Itis interesting to observe that some of our interviewees display a preference for starting up
projects, rather than completing them. In an industry typified by transience and the need
to move on from project to project, the generation of ideas seems to appeal to our leaders
more than the implementation. As Chris Luebkeman acknowledged, ‘T've always worked,
I’ve always worked more upfront. And I've known about how things are done, but 'm
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more of a starter than a completer. So, I enjoy that creative starting and trying to interpret
and putting the pieces of the puzzle out on the table’. Our chosen leaders have all been
starters in one form or another. So, George Ferguson started several campaigns in his life to
preserve the landscape of English towns and cities; Bob White was so fascinated with
construction management that he co-founded MACE Limited; Sandi Rhys Jones was
instrumental in starting the women in construction agenda in the 1990s; Kevin McCloud,
through his television programme Grand Designs, started a deeper public appreciation of
the built environment; Wayne Hemingway and his wife, Geraldine Hemingway started
inter alia fashion label Red or Dead, and so forth.

Jon Rouse also remarked, ‘T've done two start-ups in my career. I've done the Energy
Saving Trust and CABE and they are in many ways, the most exciting job you can do. To
start something up from scratch, to shape it yourself, to build something new, I mean, it is
obviously the most exciting thing you can do in your life. P'm a better starter than a
finisher’. That said, Jon also suggested that ‘the reason why I took on the Housing
Corporation job is because I wanted to test myself in a normal turnaround situation where
we had a city that’s 50 years old with a lot of embedded cultural norms and attitudes, and
one of the things I wanted to test was actually that proposition that I was good at taking an
idea and running with it. You know, could I also have the discipline to actually work in a
context where there was actually already a strongly embedded set of norms, culture, values
and actually work with the grain, but at the same time revitalise?’. So, one could interpret
Jon’s desire to see something through as a way to seek a brand new challenge. It might be
the case that the leaders we have chosen to interview are more inclined to be starters, rather
than finishers. Yet, this extract from Jon suggests that they are also willing to go with a
change of circumstances.

Kenneth Yeang certainly thinks that he oscillates between different roles, as he talked
about how he likes both the generation and testing of ideas, but also seeing through
implementation. He commented, ‘You see, you have to develop the theory, you need to
come up with the technical solutions and ideas and you have to test them out, and then you
have to design the buildings. At the same time, you have to survive as an architect. So I sort
of oscillate, if you like, between developing new ideas, trying to find out how they can work
technically’. So, in an industry that is as diverse as construction, where opportunities
abound in both ideas generation and implementation, the challenge of seeing through
ideas is certainly tempting for our interviewees. For instance, Chris Luebkeman recalls the
time when he was invited as an external assessor of a degree programme in Hong Kong and
was latterly invited to implement some of his recommendations, ‘We made recommen-
dations and then about a month later the question came back and I said, “We like your
recommendations. Would you like to come, would you be prepared to come and
implement them?”. I said, “Yes”. And so, I took a leave of absence from the University
of Oregon and went to Hong Kong for one year because I looked at this as a very interesting
opportunity, not just to think about what you could do, but to do it’.

Mavericks and rebels

It was interesting to observe how non-conforming our leaders can be. At first glance,
several leaders are non-cognate in terms of their formal education. So, Sir Michael Latham
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read History at Cambridge University and undertook a Diploma in Education in
Oxford as part of his formal education. Nick Raynsford did a degree in History and
Fine Art, whereas Kevin McCloud pursued a degree in the History of Art at Cambridge.
Tom Bloxham studied politics at University. Although Guy Hazlehurst undertook a
construction-related degree at the former Bristol Polytechnic (University of West of
England), his motivation to complete the course as the top student was subconsciously
driven by his desire to ‘rebel’ against those who supported him: ‘I was doing one of
the courses without A Levels and the fact that I ended up getting that prize just to prove
people wrong’.

For Sandi Rhys Jones, gender stereotypes often inhibited her ability to engage in
technical jobs. She recalled a summer placement for which she had applied at Boots the
chemists: ‘T applied for a summer holiday job working in Boots the chemist, had a
successful interview, but the day I arrived to take up the job, I was directed upstairs. I said,
“But upstairs are books, 'm working in dispensing and pharmacy”. Apparently they had
written to my headmistress for permission for my being able to work in the summer
holidays and she said, “Oh, surely there’s some mistake. This young woman is going to be
reading literature at university, so she clearly should be in the books department™. So,
I spent my summer holiday in the books department at Boots even though my intention
was to get experience in pharmacy and medicine, and I had fought to study sciences as well
as languages at school’. Sandi went on to suggest how she was always slightly different from
her peers at school, ‘I read voraciously, I knew I could write well and I enjoyed languages.
So the headmistress was right in that respect. I liked theatre too but I was also interested
in knowing about the making of theatre sets and the lighting. So, although I could write
plays and acted in plays and delivered plays, I was interested in the technology behind it’.
And she complained how her brother ‘always got the Scalectrix, Lego and Meccano. And I
got a new frock! You know, it drove me dotty, it was very clearly defined. You know, pink
things for a girl, blue for a boy. The boys got the toys and the girls got the pretty stuff’.

Paradoxically, for some of our leaders, their rebellion against the establishment has got
them involved in the establishment itself. So, for instance, whereas Nick Raynsford spent
his early career working for a non-governmental organisation (NGO) lobbying against
governmental policy on social housing, he ended up in government himself. Amusingly,
George Ferguson, past president of the Royal Institute of British Architects, always wears
red trousers for official functions. George reflected on his unorthodox sense of dressing,
‘The fact that I wear red trousers, it’s not a political or artistic take. I think I got fed up with
going to meetings where there were men in suits and I wanted to create an excuse for myself
never having to wear a suit. I think there’s a bit of rebel in me but nevertheless, 'm a rebel
who tries who can be quite happy with joining the establishment’. Indeed, it is often much
easier to instigate change from the inside. Chris Blythe showed his disdain for professional
institutions in his younger days, ‘I was just too much of a rebel. I didn’t like the rigid
discipline. You know, the hierarchy etc. you had to go on, you know, the senior partners
and what have you’. Of course, he is now the CEO of the CIOB, although he prefers to be
seen as a change agent in modernising the institute. Indeed, being embedded within the
establishment does not necessarily imply conformity, as George Ferguson added, ‘I always
question authority. I think it is all questionable. I don’t mean defy it for the sake of it, but I
think we should always question authority’.
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Personal passion for learning

What is striking in the interviews with all our leaders is the sense of passion for seeking
improvements in the industry. We have already mentioned earlier about the personal
passions of Jon Rouse and Nick Raynsford in social justice, which explain their endeavours
in improving the housing situation in the UK. As Guy Hazlehurst puts it, ‘I like to do work
which somehow makes a difference after it is done. So, that’s what I mean by impact.
I suppose 'm not really that interested in making an impact in terms of personal profile,
but maybe an impact that something you do, you have an influence upon something.
Personally I thrive on that side, the ability to make a difference’. Passion stems from the
Latin word pasi, which implies an element of suffering and perseverance. And for many of
our leaders, there is undoubtedly a lot of perseverance (see Tom Bloxham’s*® top tips for
success in Box 2.1), especially in relation to constant learning about the industry.

For example, Jon Rouse remarked, ‘the only reason I would do something like that is
that I'm genuinely driven by the fact that I think they are really fascinating. I think there’s a
lot of room for learning more within construction industry. It is a hugely misunderstood
industry’. This need for learning influenced his decision to pursue an MBA in Finance. ‘I
decided to pursue for the love of academia by going to the University of Nottingham and
doing a Finance MBA because I realised that actually my next step needed to be actually to
manage a lead organisation. But if I really wanted to do delivery, then I had to do it with
understanding of leadership and the big weakness was that I did not have the level of
financial management skills that you would expect from someone who is leading an
organisation so I chose a Finance MBA’.

By a similar token, the revelation of ignorance was also what drove Chris Luebkeman to
go to graduate school, as he explained, ‘my decision to go to Graduate School predicated
on interviews in which I decided I did not know enough yet to consider myself ready to go
to into practice. So, the kind of work which I perceived at that time I should be doing or

Box 2.1. Tom Bloxham’s top tips for success

« Whether you believe you can or cannot, you’re right about it.
* Do not tell people, but empower people to achieve.

« Start with the end in mind.

» Start now and take risks.

« Hire only the best.

e Trend is your friend, but don’t jump on the bandwagon.

« Strategise core skills better than anybody else.

o Turn employees into entrepreneurs.

o Keep it simple stupid.

» Look under every stone in your business and find the dirt.

+ Make mistakes.

« Timing is everything.

« Be lucky, and grab every opportunity fate sends you with both hands.
o Persevere.
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could be doing or would be doing, I did not feel that I knew enough. And that’s why I went
to Graduate School’. Kevin McCloud, on the other hand, was less strategic about his desire
to learn: ‘I tend to be quite reactive. 'm not a person who keeps a ten year plan. I am
someone who just lets things sort of happen. I suppose I'm very spontaneous. “Oh, well,
why not, that’s interesting.” My approach to my university life pervaded throughout my
professional career as well’.

For Stef Stefanou, he values continuous learning, especially from others who he
perceives as holding the beacon of exemplary practice. He commented, ‘a company that
had an impact on me was our biggest competitor for some time, O’Rourkes. Obviously, a
lot of time, I used to see clients, and they would say to me, “Oh you know, I just
saw the technical manager of O’Rourkes?”, or there will be new developments that
they are bringing out. I have to say, and ’'m not embarrassed to say it, we created our
technical department because of the technical department of O’Rourkes. We thought to
counter it and to provide a service for the client that we did not think before. So, good
competition also helps guard us. And now we have a technical department of five or
six people’.

Another important observation relates to the modesty of our leaders in acknowl-
edging their ignorance and their ability to tap into the knowledge of experts. Jon Rouse,
for instance, considered himself to be fortunate to be working with great minds in the
industry: T mean I was only 27 at the time and I just had great people to work with,
people who really knew their stuff; people like David Taylor who was the Chief Executive
at the time and David Shelton who was the Director of Development and people like
Ralph Luke who is now in London and involved in the Olympics. These are serious
players and they were hard-nosed professionals as well. David Taylor was an architect
and the other two were surveyors and I didn’t really have the same professional
background. So, I actually had the opportunity to work with people who had been
there and done it. Basically, I saw these guys and I realised there was a big gap between my
background in the Civil Service, which was really about how to manipulate knowledge.
And actually having knowledge, you know, actually being an expert, that is who these
people were, they were experts and so, I decided to go back to college. And I went to night
school, basically, and I combined the job at English Partnerships for three years doing a
Masters whilst doing regeneration’.

Closing thoughts

The chapter began with a review of the salient points of leadership research, both in
mainstream literature and construction management research. Although leadership
scholars often glorify leaders on a higher pedestal, the reality is that most leaders have
probably worked their way, even persevered, to the top. This book is really about
empowering individuals who work in the construction industry to embrace the future
(in a positive way). What this chapter has illustrated, hopefully, is that the 15 leaders often
started from fairly humble beginnings. The fundamental difference, however, is that they
not only have a passion to improve the immediate environment around them, but also
have the wherewithal to follow this through. In a sense, the definition of leadership as
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Constructing notions of leadership
Practitioner Perspectives

Leadership as Making an Impact

Leadership as Influencing through
People, Places and Events

Constructed notions of leadership
Theoretical Perspectives

Leadership Traits and Styles
Leadership as Contingent
Leadership as

Leadership as Challenging Status Quo Transformational / Transactional

Leadership as Distributed

Leadership as Structural

Leadership as an Emergent Process
emphasising Experience, Adaptation
and Learning g
Leadership as Formulated Categories
emphasising what Leadership is and
what Leaders do

Figure 2.1 Comparing practitioner and theoretical perspectives of leadership in construction.

someone who influences holds true. That said, it is perhaps more crucial that leaders want
to influence or create an ‘impact’ to use Guy Hazlehurst’s terms. In this chapter, we have
also refrained from using the interviews to validate the theory of leadership. Instead, we
have consciously sought to set our participants’ perspectives in the context of their career
and life journeys to get an intimate understanding of their leadership trajectories. Clearly,
aspects of all five clusters of leadership theory do feature in our interviewees’ lives. It is
central that we move away from understanding constructed notions of leadership as a
thing, to constructing a more fluid idea of leadership as an emergent process. We have
illustrated this in Figure 2.1.

The extant academic literature on construction leadership has hitherto been somewhat
prescriptive and perhaps over-intellectualised. Much research effort into explaining
leadership has tended to follow a path of identifying key traits, at a given point in time.
Of course, we are potentially culprits of this in our analysis of leadership through the lens
of our influential participants. Nonetheless, it is our intention to simplify, yet elaborate on,
and maintain the dynamic nature of the workings of leadership through the stories of how
our leaders have been shaped by their forbearers, and how they then continue to influence
others in their professional careers. The review revealed a need for more in-depth analysis
into the development of leaders by examining their life histories to establish a broader
social view of how they have developed as leaders of the industry. After all, people, places
and events matter over time as our analyses have shown. Our ‘leaders’ are certainly well
connected in the industry, and, as we have found, frequently network with one another. As
Bob White neatly summed up, ‘At the end of the day, in business and everything else we do,
it is about relationships. It’s not about materials and structures. It’s about how people can
best work together and make things happen’.
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Knowing people is only one half of the equation. Our leaders are active participants of
the industry who constantly challenge the status quo. Indeed, our leaders come across as
perceptive individuals who adapt to the multitude of situations in which they find
themselves. More importantly, they seize every opportunity with both hands whenever
opportunity knocks, and they know how to tap into the knowledge of the people with
whom they connect. In fact, our leaders have demonstrated that they not only influence
the context of their practice, but are also comfortable in allowing events to shape their
thinking. We will discuss the interplay between people and systems* as we move into the
later chapters on the sustainable development agenda and governance.

To some extent, this chapter has exposed the value systems of our leaders. Interestingly,
all of them enjoyed being asked questions about their pasts. This is probably one of the rare
occasions in which they take some time out of their busy schedules to reflect on their
personal development. Perhaps, this reflexivity is needed for anyone wishing to cast a line
into their own futures. However, things must move on. In the next part, we will leave the
past lives of our leaders and delve deeper into their thoughts about current issues and
future challenges.






Part 2
Eliciting the future






Chapter 3

Developing a sustainable future:
theoretical and practical insights
into sustainable development

‘In a moving world readaptation is the price of longevity.’
George Santayana, 1863-1952

Chapter summary

Any discussion about the future invariably evokes thinking about the issue of sustain-
ability. So it is unsurprising to find that our leading figures have placed much emphasis on
sustainability issues that impact on the longevity of the industry. At its core, all our
interviewees recognise the importance of people in setting any debate about, and
interventions on, securing a sustainable future. There is the acknowledgement that
physical structures of the built environment are meaningless if not for the people who
design, construct and use such facilities. In shaping the future of the industry, it is therefore
critical to consider how the industry contributes to the livelihoods of people living and
working in communities.

The concept of ‘sustainability’, nonetheless, is loaded with much complexity, and in
turn is fraught with tensions and contradictions. A critical paradox is the dominance of the
economic perspective that underscores the theory and practice of sustainability; where
the economic imperative drives much progress made in understanding the agenda, its
narrowly rational approach often impedes real action in the quest for a sustainable future.
Admittedly, such tensions and contradictions arise because of the difficulties in framing an
understanding of the often-uncertain benefits to future generations and the pressing need
to satisfy demand in the present time. Consequently, the focus is often misplaced, away
from the real need for sustainable development, and instead emphasises measurement of
an agenda that promulgates the monetary valuation of a set of arbitrary terms, with
relatively less emphasis on the less tangible, more experiential aspects of human well being.
So ironically, although both our interviewees and the literature acknowledge the impor-
tance of the social dimension, the prevalence of the economic viewpoint means that the
social remains largely elusive.

Constructing Futures: Industry Leaders and Futures Thinking in Construction Paul Chan and Rachel Cooper
© 2011 Paul Chan and Rachel Cooper
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In this chapter, we first present an analysis of our leading figures’ views about
sustainability. Here, we observe that our leaders meld together economic, social and
environmental concerns — i.e. the triple-bottom-line — when thinking about industrial
development over a sustainable future. Amidst the conversations lie their thoughts about
the role of governments, industry and the education sector in ensuring that a holistic
approach can be garnered to meet future challenges of sustained competitiveness, skills
capacity of the workforce, climate change and environmental preservation, and the
building of sustainable communities. Whereas the need for such a holistic, joined-up
approach is acknowledged, the way in which our interviewees frame their thoughts seems,
at times, to pragmatically focus on what they individually can achieve, often driven by their
pet passions and restricted by constraints of reality.

An attempt is also made to compare and contrast the thoughts of our interviewees with a
review of theoretical perspectives on the subject of sustainability. Drawing on the
conceptual framework provided by the late Professor David Pearce,' which includes
man-made, social, human and natural capital perspectives of sustainable development, it
is useful to observe that there are many overlaps between the theoretical and practical
insights of sustainability. Fundamentally, the core argument in this chapter is that
knowledge about what sustainable development really means remains incomplete. What
is important is not necessarily the definition and measurement of aspects of sustainable
development, but that it is critical to examine actions that people take in affording a
sustainable future. Furthermore, the various capital perspectives of sustainable develop-
ment are highly complex and interconnected, and tensions and contradictions mean that
trade-offs between various perspectives are inevitable. Finding a universal panacea for
sustainability is therefore inappropriate and impossible. Instead, it is more fruitful to
frame the agenda as a collective effort towards building sustainable futures and this
requires an institutionally coordinated response to engage the state with businesses and
communities. The chapter also urges greater research efforts to understand sustainable
development as an emergent process.

The key issues discussed in this chapter are as follows:

¢ Economic considerations often dominate discussions about sustainable development.
This is paradoxical. On the one hand, economics provide a lingua franca for politicians,
business and community leaders to discuss impacts of, and interventions on, meeting
the sustainable development agenda; yet, the emphasis on monetary valuation prevents
genuine progress made in securing benefits of a sustainable future.

¢ The economic perspective results in the obsession with measurement with relatively less
emphasis on what these measurements mean for the future well being of people and how
these materially contribute to effective policy formulation and implementation.

¢ Sustainable development is a complex concept encompassing a number of intercon-
nected facets. Understanding trade-offs in decision-making is therefore critical, espe-
cially where there is a fragmented landscape of stakeholders involved. There is a need to
consider the socio-political and economic structures of decision-making, and oppor-
tunities for joined-up thinking and action need to be explored.

¢ The social dimension needs to be brought more to the fore. Sociological and psycho-
logical disciplinary knowledge can be mobilised to better understand the nature of
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human agency and behavioural change in delivering the sustainable development
agenda.

Introduction

If official statistics are anything to go by, the British economy has seen, up until the current
financial crisis, unprecedented periods of economic stability since the early 1990s. At first
glance, this should be welcomed by an industry that is often used as an economic
barometer for governments around the world.” However, ‘the fortune of firms in the
industry is hostage to indicators such as interest rates, unemployment, inflation and
economic growth. All these factors have been encouraging for the industry in the early
2000s but questions remain over whether these conditions are sustainable in the long
term’.” Certainty about the global economy is indeed questionable at the present moment.
The world has experienced one of the deepest recessions since the Great Depression of the
1930s. In the UK, the Monetary Policy Committee (MPC) of the Bank of England has had
to maintain interest rates at its lowest rate of half a per cent since the beginning of 2009.
There is also political uncertainty looming, which does not bode well for predicting the
future of public spending. Following an intense period of fiscal spending to quell the tide of
economic decline at the onset of the global financial crisis, cuts in public sector spending
seems inevitable. Possible restraints to future investments on key areas of healthcare,
education and housing are likely to threaten construction activity. This is likely to prevail
for the foreseeable future in many countries across the developed world. Jobs continue to
be lost in the manufacturing industry to low cost-base countries, and the global economic
recession has seen the onslaught of jobs across the financial and services sectors and a
dismantling of employment and social security. These surely make for uncomfortable
reading about a tightening global economic situation.

On the other hand, there is still hope for the construction industry with high-profile
projects such as the Olympics in 2012, its associated decommissioning work after the
games and potential for reinvigorating investment activity in the private sector. The
swearing in of the Obama administration in the USA has opened up opportunities in terms
of international relations, and the US renewed commitment to the environment poten-
tially translates into jobs in the green economy. The key challenge, of course, is its
sustainability. It is the challenge of creating a sustainable future that has driven the
publication of the seminal Pearce report.4 Furthermore, researchers have been mobilised,
through initiatives like the Engineering and Physical Sciences Research Council (EPSRC)
Big ideas programme (www.thebigideas.org.uk), to examine sustained competitiveness of
the construction industry. Given the gravity of the issue, this chapter is therefore devoted
to discussing our leaders’ thoughts on the issue of sustainability, an issue that unsur-
prisingly featured prominently in our interviews.

In this chapter, we first present an analysis of our interviewees’ perspectives on
‘sustainability’, focusing on the critical issues emerging from the interview data. These
include the significance of interactions between people and places, the role of the
government and industry in responding to the growing agenda of sustainable development
and climate change, and the need for shifting thinking in education and research. For our
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interviewees, despite coming across as being passionate about what the future could mean
for people in communities, many also conceded that the economic imperative ultimately
determined the extent to which the sustainable development agenda was embraced and
delivered. There was general acknowledgement of the harsh realities of needing to survive in
a competitive marketplace, which invariably drives corporations to focus on the profit-
making motive. Consequently, the potential for the industry to contribute to the creation of
a more socially and environmentally just world can, at times, be thwarted. At first glance, it
would seem that our leading thinkers have merely reiterated the rhetoric that sustainable
development matters, and accepted the dominance of the economic perspective that
perhaps limits progress made on this agenda. It was also notable that relatively less emphasis
was placed on environmental concerns; nonetheless, this is possibly attributed to a lack of
comprehension of the evidence and scientific knowledge that is advancing in this area.

So, in the latter half of this chapter, we review the state of scientific knowledge around
the core pillars of sustainable development by tracing four capital dimensions of
sustainable development according to Pearce.” These four dimensions — physical, social,
human and natural capital perspectives — are contrasted with our leading figures’
understanding of the triple-bottom-line approach towards sustainable development. On
reflection, the responses by our interviewees are mostly pragmatic, and whereas there is
recognition of the various dimensions of sustainable development, there appears to be a
chasm between the longer term theoretical and policy aspirations of sustainable devel-
opment, and relatively shorter term practical considerations and actions at the grassroots
level. Although a critical review of the scientific literature reveals a set of rather complex
and interrelated theoretical concepts, our leading thinkers seem to be very much focused
on what actions might appear feasible so that these can be enacted in the present to move
things forward. Yet, the danger, of course, is that any action based on partial and simplistic
treatment of what is incomplete knowledge in the scientific field would result in a lack of
holism in tackling the problem of ‘sustainability’, and, at worst, lead to detrimental effects.
Such partiality was observed in the analysis of the interviews, as each interviewee tended to
approach the agenda from their pet passions, emanating in part from their personal and
career histories examined in Chapter 2. Consequently, our leading thinkers appeared to
frame their understanding of sustainable development in terms of single contemporary
issues — such as reduction of carbon emissions, community development, skills devel-
opment, and people and diversity management — as opposed to deeply exploring the
connections and intersections across these issues from an academic, theoretical perspec-
tive. Admittedly, our interviewees considered the industry to be limited in terms of how it
can holistically make sustainable development agenda materialise, as they suggested that
more needed to be done in relation to building up knowledge in this area through basic
research and joining up efforts in policy-making at government level.

Connecting people, profits and planet:
the rise of the sustainability agenda

As outlined previously, the principal purpose of this book is to provide a personalised view
of the future of construction through the eyes of leading influential figures in the UK.
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Many foresight reports present snapshots of future scenarios, yet these are often divorced
from any adequate explanation of how these scenarios have been created or from what
value systems these were derived. From the interviews, it became apparent fairly early on
that, for our leading figures, any thoughts about the future were mostly about securing the
perpetuity of human existence in this world. Of course, we have come to frame this in the
notion of ‘sustainable development’; and although the term ‘sustainability’ was not always
used per se by our leading figures, analysis of the interviews indicate that this is a significant
cross-cutting theme that is of concern to them, and so this will be elaborated here. The
concept of sustainable development has gained much scholarly attention since its genesis
in the late 1970s, and it is interesting to note that there is a great deal of congruence
between the theoretical framework of the triple-bottom-line (i.e. economic, social and
environmental drivers) and what our leading figures thought about ‘sustainability’.
Virtually all our leading thinkers also considered the future in the context of people,
planet and profits.

In the next few sections, we make sense of our leading thinkers’ perspectives on
sustainable development, and re-present their thoughts along three key themes. We note
initially the credence placed on the importance of people and places, the role that the
government plays in developing policies and investing in infrastructure, and the actions
the industry can take to address the sustainable development agenda. We also take a brief
look at the role of education and research in sustaining the future capacity of the sector as
we present the need for more joined-up thinking.

Interactions between people and places

One of the most striking observations made in the interviewing process was how every
interviewee seemed to put people at the heart of any conversation made about what they
do in construction respectively. In this section, we outline their views regarding the
interconnectedness between people and the built environment through a number of
emerging issues. These critical issues point to the importance of building communities, as
buildings as physical structures alone are meaningless without the people who design,
construct, occupy and use them. The discussion also considers the need to balance both
economic and social aspects, as these aspects contribute to the success of any community
in the wealth they create by giving people something to do with their time. The need to
search for local solutions to local problems is also emphasised, and the section talks about
how crucial it is to energise local activism and mobilise networks of influential people in
the quest to create sustainable communities.

It's all about people, stupid! The essence of communities

Indeed, the output that the construction industry produces, according to Kevin McCloud,
is not just about buildings, but ‘the relationship between human beings and buildings’ as
he argued that this really is the central principle of managing any design and construction
of the built environment. In fact, Kevin McCloud asserted that the popularity of his Grand
Designs programme lay not in the designs themselves, but the fact that the centrepiece of
each programme revolves around the lives of the people that design, construct and live in
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these buildings: ‘In as much as 1% of people that have seen our programmes work in the
built environment, another 3% are really interested in the architecture and in the design
and the rest of the 96%. . .well, they are just coming along for the ride. They love the story-
telling. They like a good yarn, but in so doing, what they are doing is, I believe they are
learning about buildings’.

The significance of the social aspects of construction can never be downplayed. The built
environment cannot simply exist as stand-alone physical objects, without consideration of
its use by the people living in the community. Throughout the interviews, it is clear that the
notion of the community is of particular concern to our leading figures, as all our
interviewees considered how the lives of people are intertwined with the physical objects
created by the industry in what is essentially a community. Kevin McCloud, for instance,
cited French colourist, Jean-Philippe Lenclos to illustrate how buildings and people are
interwoven together: ‘If you wanted to choose a colour for your front door, get your
neighbour to choose it’. Tom Bloxham was clear that his work as a property developer was
not just about the creation of another building, but to create ‘a whole new community, a
whole new village, a whole new town’. He was especially inspired by Saltaire (elaborated
later in this chapter), and romanticised about how people in medieval times got it right
about what sustainable communities really meant: ‘Any medieval village is mixed use.
You’ve got the baker and the shops downstairs, with people living upstairs. And if you go
to any European City today, I mean, every building is mixed use’. For Tom, mixed use
development is a sensible way to bind the economic and social aspects together; after all,
people need to find things to do to occupy their time, whether this is through employment
or in the places they live. He was, however, rather uncomfortable with using the now
popular phrase ‘sustainable communities’, as this was somewhat politically loaded jargon.
Tom stated, ‘T'm not even sure I like the phrase “sustainable communities”. For me, I just
build places’. And a good place, according to him, requires a few key ingredients, including
‘a good modern design, mixed uses, innovative contractual forms, and a cheap stock of old
building that no one knows what to do with and of course, other people’s imagination’.
The challenge, as Tom sees it, is how city centres can be rebuilt and revitalised from time to
time, and how towns and cities are integrated.

Sustaining a community by balancing the economic and social aspects

Other interviewees also echoed Tom’s view that an important yardstick for measuring
what a sustainable community does is simply whether people living in these communities
have enough activities to occupy their time. And, of course, economics play a significant
role here. For example, Jon Rouse waxed lyrical about Bradford, an industrial city in West
Yorkshire in which he spent a lot of his formative years. Tracing the downfall of Bradford
and the rise of urban deprivation in what was once a wealthy city fuelled by the woollen
industry, Jon recounted, ‘Bradford was the most beautiful city in the country. It was a
Victorian city. Okay, you can go to Bradford today and you wouldn’t believe that, but if
you look at the old photographs of Bradford up to 1950s, it was a very wealthy city. The
woollen industry made it a very wealthy city and the architecture reflected that. And you
wouldn’t believe it today, but Bradford used to be the best destination choice in West
Yorkshire. It wasn’t Leeds, it was Bradford probably until the 1960s. Then unfortunately,
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the collapse of the woollen industry and the very poor infrastructure that Bradford’s got
led to its economic collapse’. So, securing an economic future seems to be a critical first
step in creating a sustainable community, as according to Jon Rouse, the rest (e.g. leisure
activities, maintenance of fine architecture and infrastructure development) will follow.

Alan Ritchie from UCATT told a similar story of the thread mills in Scotland, focusing
this time on the working conditions of the workforce: ‘If you want to go back in history to
the old thread mills, right? James was the owner. He owned mills up in Scotland. So, what
he done is, at the time there were children working in this industry and he built these big
thread mills up in Lanarkshire, Scotland. And Robert Owen, he built the schools for them.
He gave them free education. He built homes for them, you know, proper facilities in them
and his production went through the roof. And so, what I'm saying is, this shows that how
you treat your workforce, you get a better response’. Of course, as we shall see in the case of
Sir Titus Salt in Saltaire below, this is a prime example of British philanthropy in centuries
gone by. And although economics matter so that people in communities feel secure with
job prospects to expend their productive capacity, it is also about ensuring that people are
happy with the living conditions with which they have to contend. What Alan Ritchie
emphasises are just these conditions, through the local service provision in the commu-
nities in which people live. It is perhaps worth noting that combining both economic and
social aspects to create sustainable communities is easier said than done. As this chapter
unfolds, it will become clear that both these perspectives are often treated at extreme ends
in policy debates, and, as these develop, urban deprivation still exists, especially in
communities across the UK where the main economic activity has declined over the
years (e.g. in the cotton, mining and, more recently, traditional manufacturing industries).
Raising aspirations, therefore, continue to be a sticky challenge with which policy-makers
grapple. It is interesting to observe, nonetheless, that our leading figures often reflect on
stories in the past and appear to credit these as the ‘good old days.” Perhaps moving on into
the future is a much more challenging, incremental thing to do.

The significance of the comparative: knowing where the baseline is

One of the critical issues confronted by policy-makers and professionals in the industry is
knowledge about whether the communities we create are necessarily successful. This is
problematic, as it deals with knowing what the comparative is. Yet, if one does not have
anything to benchmark against, it can be difficult to recognise the opportunities that are
available elsewhere. Jon Rouse’s life story is interesting in this respect. Jon, being exposed
to urban deprivation at an early age, was, of course, attracted to a lifelong career in
facilitating urban renewal: first at CABE, then at the Housing Corporation, and, most
recently, as Chief Executive of the London Borough of Croydon. However, deprivation
needed to be understood in relative terms according to Jon: ‘I think from an early age, I
wasn’t conscious of deprivation at the time. You know, although Bradford and Barnsley
were poor places; people did not have a lot of money. But because when I was living in
Barnsley, both of my parents were working. My dad was a social worker, he wasn’t earning
a huge amount of money but we were actually one of the wealthiest families in the area.
However, when I was eleven, my parents — mainly for the sake of mine, and my brother’s
and sister’s education — decided to move away from Barnsley and we moved to leafy,
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suburban Northamptonshire. When we moved to Northamptonshire, we nearly became
the poorest family’. It was in Northamptonshire that Jon understood what the North—
South divide meant in terms of the wealth and income gap, but, more importantly, he
experienced firsthand the impacts of class division and social exclusion. He described
himself as the ‘Northern kid moving into a very leafy suburban contrast’, and explained
that the contrast was what motivated him to tackle such social division in his career: ‘T was
in my early teens, and I also gained some friends at that time and there was a couple of
friends who had also moved down from the North to the South and we were all pretty
intelligent kids. We were all from the North, whose families had moved down and we
became very close friends and we were very precocious and we would comment and debate
from a distance on the things that Thatcher was introducing in 1979’. Therefore, it is
having personal knowledge and experience of the comparative between rich and poor that
arguably equipped Jon Rouse to tackle poor living conditions in his long-standing career
in creating sustainable communities.

The significance of the comparative also featured in Tom Bloxham’s interview, as he
traced the development of another Northern city, Manchester. He explained, ‘The key
moment in Manchester wasn’t the Commonwealth Games [in 2002], it wasn’t the IRA
bomb [in 1996], it was losing the bid for the Olympic Games [in 1993]. We only lost the
Olympic Games, but we wanted to celebrate it because for the first time, the people in
Manchester realised that we weren’t competing with Barnsley or Bradford or Stockport.
We were competing with Los Angeles and Sydney and Barcelona’. It would seem that
having these comparatives mattered in raising the aspirations of Manchester, and it was
precisely this lift, Tom argued, that allowed Manchester to submit a winning bid to host
the Commonwealth games in 2002. This, together with a sympathetic planning system that
is willing to engage with the community it serves, add to the critical success factors of how
the agenda of sustainable communities and the tackling of sticky challenges, such as urban
deprivation, can be met. In the next subsection, we turn our attention to how the creation
of sustainable communities can be facilitated by mobilising networks of influential people.

Creating sustainable communities by energising interactions with people

Energising local activism and the mobilisation of networks of influential people are also
critical in getting schemes off the ground. Describing how he got involved in regeneration
work in Liverpool, Tom Bloxham elucidated, ‘In Liverpool, a guy who worked at the
Planning Office, called Bill Maynard — he actually now works for us —knocked on the door
and said that although Liverpool had this plan of making a Quarter, nothing has actually
happened and he was looking around for help. So I went out and he talked me into doing
something and getting stuck in. They came to see me to see what it was and gave me a grant
of ten grand or something to do it. And he said, “Here was somebody actually doing
something, you know, not just talking about it. You know, spend loads and loads of money
on studies, on architects”. And that was how it happened. And then, he started getting
involved and the relationship developed and he then turned round and said, “How else can
we help you? You’re doing great with that quality that you’re doing and you know, that was
useful and so on”. And in Manchester, I think the process was similar, i.e. to get a building
up, applied for a grant, go through the planning process, talking to people, making a
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difference to everybody there, etc. You know, it’s important to make it a business to get to
know people, to get to know them personally’. Although we deliberately steer away from
offering prescriptive methods in this book, Tom’s explanation suggests once again that the
success in creating a sustainable community is very much dependent on the effective
mobilisation of people, especially of a passionate team of people wanting to do something
to give back to the community.

Energising such local activism sometimes also meant that one needed to become a
person of influence, and not just rely on the influence of others. George Ferguson reflected
on his early days in political activism, which began in the humble roots of a campaign to
preserve the heritage of the built environment in Bristol. George explained, ‘T have a slight
aversion to party politics. In 1979, if you remember, Thatcher was elected and, between
1979 and 1983, I was concentrating on my architectural practice and the building aspects.
But by the time it came to the first election after Thatcher was elected, i.e. in 1984, I was so
spitting mad with what she was doing and with what her Minister for the Environment,
“Riff-Raff” Ridley was doing in terms of encouraging out of town shopping. I could see
him wrecking our city. I could see them absolutely wrecking the city. I mean, Heseltine was
to come in later and repair the situation with initiatives in Liverpool and elsewhere. So, I
agreed to stand for Bristol West for Parliament against the Conservative, William
Holdsworth, who I quite like actually. So, it wasn’t a personal thing, but I was absolutely
outraged and I had become a father by then — I got married in 1969, and so I had kids —and
I was, you know, thinking about their future. So, I agreed to stand for Parliament’.

Although he did not get elected then, that episode in George’s life initiated him into a
lifelong expedition of personal activism to campaign for the preservation of the English
heritage. In his helm as the President of the RIBA, he continued influencing policy-makers
to take the idea of sustainable communities more seriously: ‘I felt the RIBA itself was not
paying enough attention to the preservation of historic buildings and conservation. It did
not pay enough attention to planning and urbanisation and so, those were the two things
really concentrated on, particularly urbanism. And, you know, I got on extremely well
working in parallel with government ministers who were trying to move towards
sustainable communities’. George too found the term ‘sustainable communities’ polit-
ically loaded, and often resented the fact that such slogans were merely deployed as a
rebranding exercise of what had gone on before. He lamented, ‘Now;, I have criticised them
saying that really the phrase of these sustainable urban communities were essentially to
build housing estates’.

Making sustainable communities successful: tensions between
the global and local in gaining consensus

What makes a place successful? The assessment of success has been known to be fraught
with problems. Notwithstanding the ability to benchmark against comparatives, and in
spite of the presence of local activism, tastes and perspectives as to what is good for
people and places are variable. Gaining consensus is never straightforward. However,
George Ferguson takes a pragmatic approach here. ‘You can get some really banal
buildings that people will say, “Oh, well, the new houses are a horrible place”. If you
do a survey, you’ll find the majority of people will agree on what’s beautiful and what’s not.
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There will be some disagreement somewhere in the middle and of course, there are some
extreme examples like the very high profile projects e.g. Lloyds of London building by
Richard Rogers was one quoted in two different polls, both the least favourite and the most
favourite contemporary building. It got both. It won both. So, there’s that extent we’ve got
different tastes but I think, generally, we can get a much higher level of agreement in terms
of what people consider beneficial.” For George, instead of emphasising differences, it is
more often than not easier to identify on what most people would agree. However, George,
along with many of our interviewees, reiterated the importance of working out localised
solutions for local problems when searching for consensus in the creation of sustainable
communities, ‘What we have to be aware of though, I think, is making everything the
same. I don’t think that something that is beautiful in Singapore would be deemed
necessarily beautiful in Cornwall’.

Bob White also suggested that the pursuit of the sustainable communities’ agenda needs
to be tailor-made to the perceived problems that need resolving, as he explains, ‘it would
depend on the type of projects; there are certain types of projects which invariably are just
one-offs, others that are not. And so this determines whether we use the national or maybe
even an international supply chain. If you’re building the Scottish Parliament Building
again, and get it right this time, you could use Mace or you could use the French company
Bouygues, or Balfour Beatty or whoever. If, however, you are constructing 100,000 houses
in the Thames Gateway, it is very likely to be a localised participating activity. So, you
create a different environment and a different structure for the type of operations you’ve
got. Certainly, housing and schools should be a local product, by and large, because this is
what would employ the local community and create the local community supply chain. By
the way, you then teach them how to extend their activities, improve their skills into
extensions, repairs, maintenance and all that sort of stuff. So, you actually create a holistic
approach’. Therefore, what defines success of a sustainable community is contingent on
the scale of the activity and how the inherent tension of seeking localised solutions within a
globalised view can be resolved. Yet again, we see that people lie at the heart of how one
defines what is ‘sustainable’.

Continuing on the theme of the global-local paradox, and reinforcing the significance
of human relations in the sustainable development agenda, Guy Hazlehurst focuses on the
need to encourage localised solutions in the development of what he termed as a
‘sustainable skills landscape’. Guy argued that global approaches to solving localised
problems may be deficient after all, and suggested that a case-by-case specific approach to
tackling problems about sustainable development is critical: “There is of course the danger
of sensationalism of talking globally about skills shortages and skills gaps. Where are we
going to find the skills to meet these shortages and gaps? You know, where are the
hotspots? And the hotspots are either going to be by region or type. It’s hyped up, anyway.
And you know, as you say, in terms of sustainable skills, we should be bothered with it, but
we don’t know what they are yet. So, if you’re building the armadillo-shaped concert hall
like the Sage in Newcastle-Gateshead, it would matter where the people come from, and
where they go because if you are going to create some legacy skills, then those legacy skills
will be following all the labour around and maybe what we should do is look at the market,
look at the work profile and generate the sustainable jobs and focus on those. So, that’s
creating sustainable skills. The people who train where they are working in the same area,
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and living in the same area, export those skills first of all, locally and then look outside’. So,
one can again see the constant connection made between the economic and social aspects;
the creation of jobs is dependent on the availability of skills to deliver specific projects, and
its longevity is dependent on whether skills development opportunities are accounted for
or not.

Guy also noted that a lot of construction labour is local anyway, contradicting the view
that the construction workforce is often mobile and transient. Drawing on the migration
study undertaken by ConstructionSkills, he observed, ‘I think the issue of mobility is one
that we are only just starting to grasp because there is this fear that the construction
workforce is incredibly mobile, in fact that is not the case. A great proportion of the
construction labour force is actually, pretty much indigenous. It likes where it lives. You
know, it doesn’t tend to move’. Consequently, this lends further support to the need to
frame localised solutions in the creation of sustainable communities.

Guy was, nevertheless, cautious about only advocating the local economy, as he
acknowledges that capital, goods and services can be very mobile in the globalised world
we live in today. ‘Take glass cladding for example. I did a project in Bristol which showed
that the nearest firm where you could get a particular type of system to work was not from
Bristol but Southampton. Now that company is not going to employ, generally, Bristol
people. They’ll bring them from Southampton. They’ll come to the project site in the
morning and they’ll leave in the evening. And yet if you look up the Bristol phone book,
there are Bristol cladding companies. The thing is it’s not got the right type of companies
who can hang that kind of system on that kind of building.” Guy added, ‘There’s also a
dynamic that is often missed in construction which is that, and I think it’s getting people to
understand [...] it always amazes me when John Prescott is apathetic on the material of
the Dome coming from Germany. But there are only so many places that you can get
Teflon-coated plastic in the world and if you can’t get it in the UK, then why worry that it
comes from Germany because there’s not that many places that can make it. So, there are
things that we can and should worry about. As I say, if a local ducting firm creates local
jobs, then we shouldn’t perhaps worry about that and sort of focus our attention on other
areas’.

To summarise, human relations matter significantly when it comes to shaping the
future of the built environment. It is critical to consider how the design and construction
of buildings contribute to the livelihoods of those who work and live in communities. Yet,
how communities interact with the built environment can be somewhat complex; it is not
simply a case of stating the importance of people. This is obvious! There are trade-offs that
need to be accounted for in the pursuit of sustainable communities, including balancing
the need to generate wealth through job creation and enabling people to do something
meaningful to occupy their time. It is also about balancing the global view with a need to
provide local solutions to local problems that meet the local requirements of the
community. It is about ensuring that the sustainability of job prospects is reflected in
the skills that are either available or have the potential to be developed in the local
communities, and it is about how communities can be mobilised to take an interest in
co-creating the future.

Left to its own devices, however, it seems that the economic imperative still dominates
the thinking process of the professionals that we interviewed. The corporate decision-
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making process is often driven by the profit-making motive, which impacts on the nature
by which labour, goods and services are procured. Linking this economic imperative with
the social aspects of the sustainable communities’ agenda might require a more holistic,
institutional response, which we shall elaborate in greater depth in the next chapter.
Although people do apparently matter in our interviewees’ perspective of what sustainable
development in general, and sustainable communities in particular, are about, it is still the
ability to generate jobs and keep the order books filling up that can maintain the
aspirations of communities and quell the tide of deprivation. However, communities
run the risk of simply looking back to past glories and pursuing a ‘no-outsider’, parochial
mentality that encourages insularity. There is often a need to ensure that a global, longer
term view can be ensued. In the next section, we consider the role that political leaders can
play in connecting up communities through infrastructure development and how
governments can help (or even hinder) in this respect.

Role of political leaders and infrastructure development

‘The heart of the industrial revolution was based along the canal corridor going from
Liverpool through to Hull, connecting the Irish Sea to the North Sea. And so, the economic
collapse was experienced by all those cities in different ways. Manchester was cotton.
Bradford was wool. Leeds was just the worst at industry and so on. And Liverpool and Hull
with the ports at either end. And you know, the ones that recovered quickest were basically
Leeds and Manchester because they had the best North/South links, primarily rail as well as
road. Yes, but they both had links to the M6, the M1 [motorways] and the airports and
that’s really why.” Previously, our interviewees have established that to sustain a thriving
community, there needs to be continuous investment and renewal of infrastructure to
facilitate economic progress. Here, Jon Rouse reiterates the importance of infrastructure
development by tracing how this can help a community weather economic decline; this
remains equally relevant today as governments across the world are attempting to revive
the global economy by investment in infrastructure development in some shape or form.
In this section, we outline our interviewees’ views on the role that government plays in
terms of investing in the built environment and regulating construction activity to
safeguard well being for all, whether this is manifest in the way governments act as
effective guardians of regulatory frameworks for encouraging behavioural change, or the
way governments are open about their policy intent, or the way governments can reap a
deeper understanding of human agency so that policy instruments can be designed to
incentivise sustainable behaviour. These will be elaborated in turn within this section.

The ticking of the energy time-bomb: the problems of technological advances
and depletion of energy sources

Although the theme of climate change did not feature too prominently in our interviews,
concerns were raised about energy use in the sector alongside the fear of the future of
energy sources, especially in relation to how this is connected with infrastructure
development. George Ferguson, for instance, remains anxious at the rate the built
environment is consuming energy in terms of its development and its use, especially in
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developing parts of the world: ‘T'm afraid what I see in China now absolutely horrifies me.
It’s not making a good place. There’s uninsulated building; they are burning up a
ridiculous amount of energy’. He added that one should avoid a ‘Because we can, we
shall’ attitude, particularly in relation to the use of new technology and materials: ‘I think
we have developed beautiful places that are distinctive. Of course we haven’t been able to,
in the past, move stone and other materials right across the world, so they used local
materials, local details and people who could work with local weather conditions etc. Now,
Iam not arguing against the employment of new technology, that we shouldn’t exploit new
technology. 'm just arguing against the extreme way with which we seem to be adopting
new materials and technology now’. So, for George Ferguson, technological advances
are not inherently unproblematic, as greater efficiencies accrued in one area might result
in the creation of problems elsewhere. What George argues for is a reflective perspective on
how technology might lead to improvements in overall well being, and the question on
energy consumption remains a pertinent one.

Yet, technological advancements can also be a solution to the crisis about energy.
Certainly, Guy Hazlehurst was gravely concerned about the reliance on other countries for
traditional energy sources, and, in fact, suggested that this reliance might just bring about
an economic downturn after years of relative stability: ‘T think that there is the chance of
some sort of external shock to come, like Ukraine turning off the gas supply. You know,
that probably is indication that the economy can no longer be sustained, and suggests a
certain level of susceptibility’. Interestingly, Guy did allude to the prospect of an economic
recession during his interview in early 2006 brought about by an energy crisis. This was, of
course, at a time when the world was seeing a surge in world oil prices, which probably
influenced Guy’s thoughts about the implications on the economy. He also expressed
anxiety on the levels of public sector investment: ‘We may have over-done our investment
in the public sector in a way that may not be sustainable and you know, recession prospect
scares you’, but thought that any recessionary trend will not see the ‘same sort of
calamitous pressure [as] in the last recession. I think firms have readjusted; if you look
at the last recession, it really was a recession in the commercial sector and a combination of
external factors. External shocks aside, I think a lot more stable, I think the chance of us
having a 1980s, 1990s type collapse is less likely’. Indeed, with the benefit of hindsight, Guy
was certainly accurate in suggesting that external influences are increasingly critical to the
sustenance of national and local economic regimes, but what he could not have
appreciated then was how rapidly coordinated and widespread the financial crisis has
transpired in recent times, in part due to imprudent commercial decisions yet again. We
now turn to the role of governments in regulating commercial behaviour, and question the
extent to which governments can do this effectively given the law of unintended
consequences and the implications of globalisation.

Can governments act as an effective guardian of regulatory control?

The role that government plays is undoubtedly a significant one, as it is well known that
governments are a major procurer of construction goods and services. In the global
financial crisis towards the end of the noughties, governments across the world are again
mustering their power to invest in infrastructure development in an attempt to kick-start
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the economy again. Furthermore, governments still retain their power in the legislature
and the regulatory frameworks that govern construction, which serves as a potentially
notable influence on behaviour in the sector (see Chapter 4). As Alan Ritchie insisted,
‘What I will say is that the biggest client in the construction industry is the Government
and in their procurement policy, we should be determined to set the standards in which
companies will tender for’. So, as a major client of the sector and in its enforcement
capacity as regulator, the government is instrumental in ensuring that working
practices can result in sustainable development through its provision of infrastructure
and the built environment.

However, the role of the government has come under criticism by a number of our
leading figures. First, there is a feeling that political agendas sometimes get in the way of
genuine progress made in sustainable development. The complexities of government
organisations coupled with the turnover of personal interests and portfolios can mean that
the construction industry does not get the attention it deserves. Alan Ritchie commented
on his experience when discussing contractual arrangements in the Scottish Parliament
project, (UCATT] approached clients in some of the contracts and we raised a question
with the Government in the Scottish Parliament about how bogus self-employment was
going to be addressed. The minister gave a reply saying they cannot do anything because of
the European Competition Directive, which was nonsense. So, we got the lawyers on to
them. The document was that thick, we read through it, and there was nothing about the
Competition Directive in there. And it was like a “Yes Minister” answer: It came from a
Civil Servant who knows nothing about the industry and was looking for a cop out’. The
issue of self-employment raised by Alan Ritchie underscores an important area for
sustainable development, as it can adversely affect both employment relations and the
extent to which skills development takes place for the sustained capacity of the workforce,
an issue that can only become ever more critical, if under threat, during an economic
recession. The UK government’s neo-liberalist, arm’s length approach has certainly
resulted in deregulation of the labour market over the years, which, in turn, led to the
disappearance of direct labour employment in local government and the rise of what Alan
Ritchie called ‘bogus self-employment’.

Sir Michael Latham outlined this development in greater detail: ‘It’s changed to some
extent. Thirty years ago, when I first joined the Building Trade Federation in 1967 and used
to go to Council meetings, we would have a considerable number of medium-sized and
small firms on the Council who employed quite a lot of direct building labour. There was
less sub-contracting than there is now. There was particularly more direct employment.
That began to change, basically, in the late 1950s, early 1960s. What gave it a big heave at
the time was in 1966, the Labour Government introduced the selective employment tax,
which was a charge on employees and it was subsequently abolished by Heath’s
Government in 1971. As it was, the selective employment tax sent a message to main
contractors, who, as they were then called, the main contractors, that they would do better
ifthey didn’t employ people directly. It was a long precursor of [the Construction Industry
Scheme, CIS 714] and in fact, what then happened were two things. On the one hand, the
employers had a financial incentive not to employ people if they could avoid it. Apart from
any other consideration, if they suddenly found they had run out of work, they had to tax
them and pay the redundancy pay and so that would come in as well. The other thing was
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that the officers themselves, many of them, particularly in the South, were increasingly
coming to view that they would be better off if they were self-employed and that they could
pay less tax, or defer tax or sometimes there was no tax. The Government, the successive
government, then began to respond by introducing a scheme to try to ensure that these
people did pay some tax. There were all sorts of different schemes, according to CIS, but
basically, they were all to try to establish what a man’s tax system was and I have to say that
most of them didn’t work very well and I think they won’t because the industry is a
transient industry, people move about and stuff’.

This excerpt demonstrates two critical points. First, the legacy of government action
transcends beyond political ideology. The growth in self-employment has largely been
blamed on the market philosophy and individualistic enterprise culture introduced by the
then-Conservative government under the wing of Margaret Thatcher. Yet, this reflection
suggests that the legacy went further back to a Labour government, which sought ironically
to tighten the tax system up so that those who were not paying taxes in the informal
construction sector became more visible for tax purposes. What started as a Labour policy,
in spite of differences in political ideology, was then modified and perpetuated by the
Conservatives who took over in power. The second point worthy of mention is that there
are often unintended consequences of any intervention, government legislation included.
Sir Michael Latham reflected on the ramifications of the selective employment tax: ‘But,
since 1966, there has been a very substantial movement towards self-employment and
many of these self-employed people, of course, are not actually self-employed at all. They
are working in gangs for a labour master, a gang master, or a labour agency. And there are
now hundreds and thousands of them and in the South of England, that’s all with agents.
When you go North, when you go to Scotland, for example, there is less of it. And in 1966,
there was virtually none of it. But that’s no longer the case. There are still plenty of people
up there who are directly employed, in Scotland and in the North East and as a result, there
is much more training done up there than there is in the South of England. But, self-
employment has spread there, you know, they’re doing the gangs and also, I have to say,
has imported labour’. So government legislation does have consequences, intended or
otherwise, in relation to shaping the nature of the construction workforce and this has a
significant bearing on the sustainability of employment practices and workforce
development.

So what can governments do to secure the longevity of the sector and deliver
on sustainable development?

Nick Raynsford asserted that government officials need to really get immersed in the
intricacies of the sector for which they are responsible if changes are to be brought about
that could have a real impact. He felt that when he was a Minister of Construction in the
UK, he was provided with adequate levels of resources in time and staffing support that
enabled him to represent the industry’s interests effectively. He surmised, ‘T was very lucky
because I had four years in opposition and then four years in government working on the
subject. And in eight years, you not only develop lots of knowledge and understanding, but
you can also build a network of contacts. And I certainly did that. And having a four-year
period, you can see through all the innovations you’ve introduced. So, the Egan report we
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commissioned in 1997, it was published in 1998; the Movement for Innovation was set up
in 1998 that led on to a whole series of demonstration projects, which we oversaw. There
was a lot of work done to try and engage different sectors of the industry: the clients, the
main contractors, the professionals, the subcontractors, the specialists. And then we
introduced new structures that were designed to carry forward the whole reform agenda.
And there was continuity there. And I think my successors have suffered from relatively
short terms in office’.

Stef Stefanou also considered continuity in government to be important as this would
help maintain a wider, long-term view on what value really meant in terms of the provision
of sustainable development. Stef was both frustrated and sympathetic about the role of the
government, as he commented, ‘[the role of the government] is supposed to be changing.
But somehow, no matter what they say, they always go for the lowest price, or mainly for
the lowest price [. . .] but the way they do it and feed it to departments and the departments
don’t change, because they have so many departments, and you have to understand it from
the civil servants’ point of view. Why should they risk? Why should they risk their house,
their savings and everything in order to take the best value contractor? And then after five
years, somebody accuses them, you know, the general office of audit says they’ve done
something wrong and they are being sued, like some councillors etc.’.

So, whereas Nick Raynsford reminisces the time when there was relatively more
resources to staff a department that looked after the industry’s interest, Stef Stefanou
recognises the changing departmental structures in government, which, in turn, bear
implications on the way the idiosyncratic nature of the industry is being understood and
represented. Such constant reorganisation of government departments diminishes the
ability to hold a long-term view and subsequently implies a greater need for coordinated
thinking and action across departments in government, as highlighted by Stef Stefanou.
And, of course, in the last decade, where a contradiction has developed in terms of
devolution of political power to the regions and localities on the one hand and relinquish-
ing of authority to European governance machine on the other, the issue of joined-up
thinking in governance has become even more pressing. These dynamics will be further
explored in Chapter 4. But what are the consequences of such shifts in the way the way
political leaders frame their focus?

It's a numbers game: how governments devalue what construction does

It all becomes reduced into a numbers game! Government policy is often framed in
numerical terms. Specifically on the relationship between government and the construc-
tion industry, the target-driven culture means that the focus becomes centred narrowly on
the financial costs of construction, without ascertaining the true value of the built
environment. Bob White, when describing the huge public sector programme Building
Schools for the Future, was somewhat sceptical of the government’s efforts to improve the
educational infrastructure through greater involvement of the private sector. According to
him, the aspirations of raising educational attainment outlined in government rhetoric are
not necessarily met by the mechanisms of delivery in place. He argued that such an agenda
should be much wider than the provision of modern buildings, thereby returning to the
points made above on the interaction between people and buildings and the community.
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He insisted that the role the government plays in demonstrating political leadership is
crucial if aspirations such as raising educational attainment are to be met. Bob stressed that
there needs to be greater involvement of the public sector in overseeing the financing and
delivery of education improvement programmes that move beyond the building of
schools. Furthermore, he suggested that simply devolving the delivery process to the
private sector is insufficient as decisions will be made purely on economic terms, and,
sadly, he noted that ‘the Government often undervalues the cost of building’ anyway,
which potentially threatens the realisation of policy aspirations.

We will explore the idea and consequences of the apparent relinquishing of public
responsibility in infrastructure provision on to the private sector in the next chapter. But
the issue of undervaluing the true costs of buildings also touched a nerve for Chris
Luebkeman: ‘Some of the things that cannot be measured, some of the values. . .how do
you value a St Paul’s Cathedral? How do you whole life cost it? Easy. What about the whole
life value? The value to a city. The value to a culture. The value to a place in the minds of
people. And so, whole life valuing needs to be something that we can articulate as an
industry’. The emphasis on quantitative measures in policy-making only promotes a
myopic approach to creating outputs, some of which might not matter. For Jon Rouse,
policy-makers ought to be focusing on the more qualitative, much harder-to-measure,
outcomes that any policy creates. Jon explained, ‘If you take the post-war period, we
started really in the 1950s, it’s all about people. If you look at Abercrombie and his maps
and also things like the Barlow report on the issue of new towns, it was all about influence
and drawing lines on maps; you need radial roads around London, you need three or four
routes in terms of rail around London etc. It was very process-orientated, very mech-
anistic. I think in the 1980s, particularly following the social riots in Brixton and so on, we
moved much more to an output culture. So we got to reduce unemployment, we are going
to measure how much we are reducing unemployment by and we’ve got too many houses
that are in disrepair and we are going to reduce that by this number. I think, in the late
1990s, with this Government coming in, we genuinely started to see some of these
outcomes. Now, an output simply is a numerical measure, so somebody who’s unem-
ployed that’s got a job. Someone interested in an outcome would actually ask: “what job?”.
So if you look at the rate the corporation has grown, we’re still stuck on outputs. The key
thing they used to drive the corporation was: how many units were built last year? I can tell
you. I mean, we built 24,200, but, you know, do you want to know anything else
about them?’.

So understanding and then enacting on value, both measurable and intangible, has got
to be critical when political leaders consider interventions for sustainable development.
Yet, as we shall see in the latter half of this chapter, knowledge about what sustainable
development truly is remains debatable. And so, as Bob White argued, there is a need
for deeper governmental involvement in that debate if the wider agenda of sustainable
development beyond narrow, economic and numerical targets is to be achieved. After all,
the construction industry cannot be left to its own devices to meet sustainable develop-
ment in the wider context. As Bob noted, ‘One of the problems with our industry: we build,
then it lasts too long by the way. Everyone says it’s sustainable. So what does sustainable
mean? [ mean, the unfortunate thing about this is, even when you’re talking about
the good things about industry and progress, you’re only talking about costs. Much of the
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industry is stagnant and sterile and lacking in any sense of service to the public at all’. He
added that the construction industry may be instrumental in providing the physical
aspects of infrastructure and the built environment, but the sector would benefit from a
greater level of government steering and prescription if it were to meet some of the other
social and human needs of sustainable development.

Communication of government intentions: clarity or conspiracy?

Yet, governments are not very good in making their intentions transparent. Up to now, the
environment and the increasingly important low-carbon agenda have escaped much of
our reporting here. It is clear that apart from the fears of energy consumption, the low-
carbon agenda certainly featured less prominently at the time of undertaking the inter-
views. Without a doubt, this has now grown to become a globally more prominent issue,
especially with the buy-in from the Obama administration into the climate change
protocol in the USA and their endorsement of the generation of green jobs. However,
Stef Stefanou questioned whether we fully understand the science behind the low-carbon
agenda and climate change, as he suggested that the debates surrounding sustainable
development can sometimes be hyped up in the media and policy circles. Perhaps Stef has
good reason to remain cynical, as he outlined a few examples of where evidence was less
forthcoming in the policy assertions in a number of areas. ‘Some of [the policy-makers]
have never been on a site and then they create a problem from the industry because they
develop all these initiatives that do not make sense. They make sense in theory, but not in
practice. You remember everybody from 1996 onwards was telling us when the clocks
reach 31 December 1999, the whole world will collapse and that businesses will collapse
because of the Millennium Bug. They wrote report after report after report by these
consultants who convince three-quarters of the world that this was going to happen. I
think the British government spent about £18 to £20m to run seminars, conferences,
ministers making speeches, and you can find all these speeches on leaflets, pamphlets. It
was going to be the end of the Earth and at the end, it was a red herring. It was a result of
consultants, of experts etc. It’s like the world will burn tomorrow according to these
people. And it’s amazing that nobody even challenged these people after the event, to say,
“Hey guys, how could you have been such experts when nothing of that happened?”” Stef
was making the point that good intentions by government must be matched with
transparency and accountability. Lack of clarity can sometimes lead to confusion and
a feeling of despair that government initiatives are simply conspiratorial.

To illustrate with another example, Stef bemoaned the low-carbon agenda, suggesting,
‘Now, we have all these experts in CO,. The whole world will burn and become kebabs
according to them, but I don’t think so. Ok, the temperature rises, but then if you go
backwards in time, you can find chunks of periods of time when the temperature has been
rising and it has been dropping and rising. If you go millions of years back, I don’t know, I
am not a scientist; you know, there are a lot of academics who say they can prove it, and
also [...] there are a lot of papers as well, especially by the Swedish professor, Bjorn
Lomborg, who proves the opposite’. Stefis probably a typical practitioner who feels that he
is ill-informed by policy-makers (and experts) in terms of their real intentions, yet he
seems to be sufficiently reasonable to consider both sides of the academic debate i.e. that of
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the climate change proponents and that of the sceptics and deniers. However, scepticism
will only lead to the consideration of any intervention as just another revenue-generating
mechanism, as Stefadded, ‘T mean what’s the point in saying we are trying to save the Earth
in 200 years’ time, when you are letting people die now? That money should be spent now. I
mean the child or family in Africa who is dying, these people, what do they care about CO,?
Now, why do the government encourage this, consciously or unconsciously? Well, the
funding system has to work somehow, so almost the monster feeds itself. The other thing is
if you are the government sitting around, scratching your head, thinking, “How are we
going to get more money to run the country? We cannot put taxes up because of the
election, we have already dealt with that tax increase there etc.” So, some bright guy says,
“CO,, we are going to do something, let’s tax CO,, we are going to get more money, and
we’ll be perceived to be doing something™. So, it seems that before an industry response
can be coordinated to confront the sustainable development agenda, there is a commu-
nicative requirement for greater clarity in government policy and rhetoric so as to secure
buy-in from practitioners like Stef.

Governments can encourage actions at the grassroots level

Yet it is simply unfair to say that the vast majority of industry practitioners and individuals
would simply rest on their laurels when it comes to tackling such grand challenges. Some of
our interviewees maintain that the industry can afford to, and often, do more as part of
their social responsibility. George Ferguson said that it is time for the industry to mature in
its approach to dealing with wasteful practices: ‘And I think we need to grow up to
understanding that we shouldn’t just use everything because it’s there. Like, being able to
build a 500 metre high building, you know, or whatever. It’s so not necessary and not
sensible just because we can do it’. Chris Luebkeman echoed this sentiment as he suggested
that a deeper understanding of what constitutes waste needs to be harnessed in the
industry, that there is a need ‘to understand that waste is a misallocated resource. So we, as
an industry, can really sharpen up the waste, in terms of resource, that includes building
material creation, building sites, the running of buildings. There is a desperate cry around
the world for a way our world is going to be when we run out of oil, when the seas start
rising, when, you know, when the world is a warmer place. There is a desperate cry for
some visions out there that we can move to with’. So these extracts suggest that our leading
figures are indeed thinking of the wider, environmental impacts that construction activity
brings, and that governments can do more to reward good practices or penalise wasteful
processes.

For others, there is also a lot that individuals can do for themselves to create the
sustainable communities in which they live. Tom Bloxham suggests that one must never
forget human resilience in sustaining their survival prospects. And in the contemporary
context of the first global economic crisis in the twenty-first century, economic lessons
learnt from the past regarding decisions and the entrepreneurial spirit remain valid if we
are to understand how we can sustain communities. Tracing the growth of Manchester,
and especially focusing on the adaptation of buildings, Tom Bloxham noted that buildings
like communities do go through periods of renewal: ‘it was more a business thing, about
supply and demand. You know, there was this demand from the entrepreneurs and there
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was supply and because the property market really just crashed around when the Thatcher
government was encouraging enterprise. So to buy buildings, you could do it cheaply as
long as you had the entrepreneurial drive. If you were setting up business — and a lot of
people said to me, “Well, that’s £40 a week of my allowance scheme” and there were a lot of
people, for the first time, said, ““I don’t want to get a career. I want to go into business”.
Anyway, alongside that was a decimation of the manufacturing industry. So, there were no
long-term jobs. But also, all the space that the manufacturing industry had traditionally
used, then moved out, leaving the buildings empty and they were a liability rather than an
asset. So it was cheap to buy the buildings and adapt them’. For Tom, enterprising
individuals who seize economic opportunities from adverse situations do much more than
survive; they potentially revitalise the landscape of society. But, central to this shift is a
Conservative government who was encouraging such entrepreneurial drive. Therefore,
governments have demonstrated the ability to influence human behaviour at the
grassroots. Shifting to a modern-day equivalent, the acceptance of the need to create
green jobs can be seen as an example of how governments across the world are seizing an
opportunity to try to recover from the global economic recession. What remains to be seen
are the consequences, both intended and unintended, of such policy shifts.

Nonetheless, there is much scope in a recession to think about opening new market
opportunities. Tom, for instance, reminded us that infrastructure development is not
simply about newly built facilities. The adaptation of buildings also translates to ‘recycling’
of physical spaces that could potentially save a lot of resources put into building new
facilities. His own story illustrated how his eye for property development, together with
the desperation of new enterprising traders to find a space for doing business, have
contributed to him identifying a business opportunity in the adaptation of physical spaces:
‘We’re now talking late 1980s. [The entrepreneurs] had nowhere to actually trade from.
Take Camden Market, you went and put up a stall there, and then it becomes a market.
That sort of thing, that’s how it actually started. At that time, the office type places, as it
happened, was the only way they’d be allowed in. But, because they would never want to
sign property leases, so the only way to have them in, is buildings that people had
demolished and didn’t know what to do with them. They’d be very poorly maintained,
they’d be on short-term licences and they’d be in there for a year or two, pending a
re-development or something. They’d get moved round from building to building in
Manchester. So, that, alongside my own need for space, I had a company going, looking at
retail space, and I said, ““Well, actually, let’s make use of some of these open spaces”. So, we
started doing it with Afflecks Arcade and went after the space needed for our poster
business, we had bit of space left unused, so we then sub-let it to other people and it
snowballed from there’. Thus, this demonstrates the power that people have to challenge
the status quo and produce something positive.

Wayne Hemingway also believes that economic decisions determine the extent to which
people adopt green practices: ‘We lived in Morecambe and then we lived in Blackburn and
you know, life was spent walking to visit people, walking to the shop. We never had a car.
[...] Until I was seven, until my mum got married, we didn’t have a car in the house. And
even after that, I don’t think I ever got a lift to school or anything. I was always walking to
school, walking to the shops and walking to play football and everything and so, you are
bound to have more of a sense of community when you’re doing that because everything is
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based around what you can get to within a reasonably short distance’. According to him, it
was not because of his environmental consciousness at the time, but out of economic
necessity that he had to rely on his own two feet to move around. Of course, Wayne
Hemingway is now instrumental in designing communities of homes that try to re-create
this sense of community where everybody knows everybody else and where services are
within close walking proximity, which removes the need for a personal car parked up by
the porch. It is unclear whether Wayne’s experiment of ‘forcing’ home-owners to ditch the
idea of having a car parked outside their homes has worked. Nonetheless, it is Wayne’s
belief that the economic imperative, although potentially detrimental for its narrow
numerical focus explained in the preceding subsection, can at times be beneficial to
mobilise decision-makers in industry and people in communities to behave less wastefully.
Yet, framing policies to facilitate such actions require a deeper understanding of the
complexities of human behaviour, which demands adequate resourcing by political
leaders if a longer term view beyond the crafting of consultancy reports is to be held.

To summarise, therefore, we have identified the importance of infrastructure devel-
opment in developing sustainable communities, and the role governments can play in this
regard. Our interviewees saw the role of governments as major clients and regulators of the
industry to be critical, as behavioural change can be engendered through their procure-
ment policies, a wide range of legislation, greater clarity and transparency of government
intentions, and a better understanding of how human behaviour can be shaped by policy-
making. There is, however, no prescription here for what must be done, because, again, it is
clear that economic, social and environmental concerns are enmeshed together in a rather
complex way. That said, the dominance of the economic perspective is both a blessing and
a curse, as such a perspective often leads to the mere numerical framing of public policy
and the devolution of responsibility to the private sector, but, if marshalled well, can be a
very potent force in engendering behavioural change among people in corporations and
communities.

We will return in greater depth to the dynamics of governance in Chapter 4, but the key
messages on the role of government in developing infrastructure for sustainable devel-
opment are threefold.

e First, the political focus hitherto has centred narrowly on financial costs, thereby
underestimating the true value of the outputs and outcomes produced by the con-
struction industry;

¢ Second, some of our leading figures have expressed their frustrations and cynicism
about government intentions on the sustainable development agenda and that this is not
helpful in moving the agenda forward. Nobody really fully understands what this agenda
is anyway; reinforcing the incomplete knowledge that society has to muddle through;

e Third, the industry and individuals can still play their part in reducing wastage and
encouraging green practices, and governments can do more to understand the
complexity of human agency to design policies that incentivise/penalise behaviour
accordingly.

Clearly, there is more that needs to be done, both in terms of a deeper understanding of
what sustainable development really means and also the institutional coordination and
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response to this agenda. This will be the focus of the next chapter. In the next section,
however, our leading figures inform us what the industry response could be in the future.

Industry response to the sustainable development agenda

As mentioned earlier, notwithstanding the importance of government policy and
regulation in shaping the enactment of the sustainable development agenda, there is a
role that practitioners in the industry can play in terms of making incremental change
happen. In this section, our leading figures talk about the need for industry to reflect on the
wasteful practices and urge practitioners to do all they can to stamp out waste across the
supply chains. In so doing, our interviewees suggest that savings made can be ploughed
back into investing in research. However, there remains the problem of short termism in
the sector, which can impede progress made on the sustainable development agenda. This
is unlikely to disappear as it requires shifting attitudes over generations through
education.

Chris Blythe considered the need for the industry to reflect on its wasteful practices:
‘Thirty per cent of the industry’s effort is waste, if you just tackle that, you know, you don’t
have to change very much in your business’. Guy Hazelhurst also suggested that what is
required is for the industry to reflect on current practices and to adopt greater integration
across the construction supply chain and their users. He explained, ‘Firms get work on
local jobs. If local firms can’t get local people jobs, then you’re not going to build the local
skills capacity. One of the key issues that you hear much about is that it’s the same local
labour initiatives in Liverpool when they were creating the city of culture in 2008 or East
Manchester for the Commonwealth Games in 2002 or whatever it may be. Everybody
voted on the availability of skills to work on regional projects, but they missed the fact that
local firms need to provide the work to do so. Take cladding, you know, glass cladding. I
did a project in Bristol which showed that the nearest firm where you could get the work
done by was not from Bristol but Southampton. Now that company is not going to
employ, generally, Bristol people. . .They’ll bring them from Southampton. They’ll come
to the project site in the morning and they’ll leave in the evening. And yet if you look at the
Bristol phone book, there are Bristol cladding companies. The thing is it’s not got the right
type who can hang that kind of system on that kind of building’. Resolving this by thinking
about the supply chains when producing specifications at design could, therefore,
contribute to a greener approach to construction.

Indeed, Chris Blythe suggested that it was instrumental that practitioners remain self-
critical and reflective about the efficiency of their operations, as he argued that the savings
made could then be returned back into finding practical solutions that make the
sustainable development agenda less elusive. He suggested, ‘If you split up, 10% for the
firm, 10% for research and 10% for investment, you know, you have a very healthy
business. The firms that have the major savings can succeed further, if you see new ways of
producing, new ways of manufacturing and new ways of construction. It’s all there to be
got. The issue is, do you go for it or is everyone too comfortable with what we are doing?
But, there are drivers that will change things’. One such driver, of course, is the current
economic recession, which has paved the way for the creation of green jobs, at least on a
rhetorical level.
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According to Chris Luebkeman, more work needs to be done in terms of basic research
to come up with ways that can help produce better environmental solutions for the future
while ensuring that the wheels of the economy remain greased. Chris suggested, “The world
will be a warmer place and the seas will rise. We are going to run out of oil, even if we stop
pumping CO, into the atmosphere, the world is going to be warmer and no one is going to
stop pumping CO, in the atmosphere because no one is going to let their economy fail. It’s
sad, but it’s simple. You know, I don’t want to be out of a job, right? Nobody does’.
However, he warned that ‘for the next ten years, on a global scale [. . .] those ten years are
going to have a fundamental impact on the following century. Fundamental! And we’re
already in to that now. I mean, this decade, these next ten years are going to impact the
following ten years, so much more than the Seventies impacted on us.  mean it took us 135
years, you know, to use that first trillion gallons of oil. It’s going to take us 20 or 30 to use
the next trillion [. . .] It’s very scary’. Chris suggested that ‘we’ve got to get our heads round
the fact that, you know, we’ve done a few things to the world and now we are going to have
to deal with it. So, we need to start really getting our heads round that and try to imagine
what we’re going to be doing to retrofit buildings and spaces and places that were designed
based on last century’s climatic rules, not next century’s. That’s real research’. Ultimately,
for Ken Yeang, knowledge generated from such research needs to be embedded in the
training of future professionals through what he termed as ‘the green curriculum’,
although he conceded that there are no quick fixes here: ‘It will take 20 years for that
to happen I think. We need to change the curriculum, we need a whole new breed of
educators that will embrace the green curriculum and I see this happening more and more
as schools of architecture become more conscious of the need to build greener, but they do
not know how to do it yet’.

However, the industry often lacks the tenacity to think over the long term. Chris
Luebkeman suggested that one of the critical challenges that confronts the sector is the
need for a ‘very deep understanding of whole life valuing, not whole life costing, but whole
life value’. However, there are often tensions between taking a long-term view about issues
and the ability to subsist in the meantime. Unfortunately, Chris Luebkeman argued that
whole life thinking is ‘something that [the industry and society] don’t have yet’.

Nonetheless, for Stef Stefanou, industry resilience and the ability to adapt to the
changing environment is what industry can pragmatically achieve, even if the response
constituted short-term fixes rather than thinking about the longer term. He recounted
another recent example of the fuss surrounding the notion of skills shortages, and
suggested that the industry managed to cope in a somewhat adequate manner: ‘I think
everybody for years have been telling us we are coming to a standstill because we won’t
have any trades, enough trades to do any work. However, life is not like that. It’s like people
in the past, in the early twentieth century have been telling us that industry will come to a
halt because we will not have any coal left. Yeah, that never happened, things change. So,
the shortage of trades. And then suddenly Europe opens up with 10 more nations, and now
another three or four. And now, the trades have been supplemented by these countries’.
For Stef, the utilisation of migrant workers has been good for the sustenance of business,
although he did concede that the industry must also get its act together to ensure that
capacity continues to be built: ‘I think we have been provided with a window of 3 to 5 years
to start training these trades to bridge the gap of this shortage. And the reason I am saying
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3 to 5 years, because I am talking to these people and everybody I have spoke to, they want
to go back to their country within 3 to 5 years, all of them! Obviously, some of them will fall
in love with an English girl and stay etc. but the majority of them want to go back to their
country’. Therefore, it is imperative that the industry considers sustaining its capacity in
the future. It is here that we turn to the role of education and research.

Role of education and research

As was mentioned above, the sustainable development agenda has come of age since its
theoretical conception in the 1970s. Yet, it has taken three decades for this agenda to enter
mainstream discourse. Indeed, it takes generations before attitudes and behaviours can be
altered so that the population at large can act more sustainably. It is, therefore, not
surprising to find that our leading figures accept that there is a role the education system
can play to deliver such changes. In this section, a number of critical issues raised by our
interviewees are discussed. A point is raised about the inherent contradictions faced when
addressing the sustainable development agenda. There are tensions between the desire to
maintain the long-term view for the often speculative benefits for future generations and
the immediate, economic concerns driven by short termism. Therefore, our interviewees
place credence on the need to integrate the younger generation through the education
system. On the one hand, this ensures the sustainability of skills for the future of the
industry, and more critically, this will allow fresher perspectives to be developed. Yet, there
remains one crucial problem that needs to be resolved, and that is the need to encourage
diversity, whether this is in terms of the make-up of those who enter the industry or
diversity of interdisciplinary knowledge deployed in the sector. In any case, our inter-
viewees see much benefit in forging closer links with the education system and
suggestions were made for a partnership model that involves the social partners of the
state, employer and employee representation. Ensuring closer ties between industry and
academia appeared logical given that the education system, through its teaching and
research activities, can contribute much to the continuous improvement agenda, espe-
cially where knowledge about professional management and technological development
are concerned.

Inherent contradictions in sustainable development

Any discussion about sustainable development is always confronted by the dilemma of
bridging the intergenerational gap. How do we engender future thinking in such a way that
challenges the status quo at present, while coping with a sense of pragmatism in the short
term? For Alan Ritchie, he was critical about both the quantity and quality of skills to
safeguard the future of the industry. He noted the importance of building future capacity
as he stressed that ‘apprenticeship and training I value very highly for the industry’. He
added, however, that there is a crisis in terms of capacity building, in part due to the ageing
workforce particularly in the developed world, and in part due to the lack of institutional
support in determining the nature of skills in the sector: ‘T can’t understand their logic, a
billion pound industry and yet, we can’t determine who’s all coming in. There’s no
monitor of that skilled labour to develop the industry five years or ten years down the road.
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That’s why you have an ageing workforce. I think the average age of the workforce in the
industry is over the 50s now and being the very nature of the industry what we are going to
find is that we are going to be retiring very quickly and unless we start developing these
skills, then the industry is going to pay for it’.

However, apart from the quantitative problem of skills shortages brought about by
natural attrition, Alan Ritchie was also concerned about the quality of skills being
developed. He argued, ‘As a trade union, we are not interested in just short termism.
What we are saying is, as the trade union, we are interested in the long term of the industry
because they are going to be our future members. And I remember having a discussion in
Scotland with an employer and what he done is, he fitted double-glazing windows. And he
had an apprentice joiner and we were arguing about the wealth of skills that joiners should
have. He should learn dove-tail joints, mortice and tenon. You know, developing his skills
on how to hang a door properly. And this employer said to me, “Alan, ’'m not interested.
I'm fitting double-glazing windows. ’'m not interested in him learning anything else, as
long as he can fit double-glazing windows”. And that’s the short-termism that you’ll find
with some of the employers’.

Such emphasis on immediacy does not align well with the ideology of basic research,
which Chris Luebkeman argued is necessary for advancing the industry. He presented the
tensions between the purpose of academic research and the commercial imperatives of
practice, ‘In the academic world, one has and one should have time to think, to think
deeply, to investigate and to share the challenge with a generation who hopefully is
dissatisfied as every generation should be. Hopefully, every twenty-year-old in the world is
dissatisfied with where they are. You know, challenging where things are. And, as I say, to
me, academia has a very important role to help with this challenging of the status quo
constantly. Right? There’s this deep thinking and researching into areas which are vague.
They should bring that back out. So, there’s always a bit of, to me there’s this sharing of, of
pure focus time. And academics should have focus time in various subjects of interest that
they can then be a researcher, begin the ripple effect with their researchers, to challenge and
be challenged and investigate and like a big ball of clay, rip it apart, put it back together, rip
it apart, put it back together. At the same time there’s this steady stream of twenty-
something year-olds who are challenging the new concepts. Because the context is not
static, it’s always changing. And a new context is evoked through new students, because
new students, their age stays the same, but their context is constantly varying. And thatisa
crucial role [of research] because in a corporate world, we are rarely confronted with
questions that you hadn’t thought about’.

However, often bringing in new, fresher generation of ideas can be easier said than done.
The industry is well known for blocking the recruitment of non-traditional sources of
new entrants, for example. Sandi Rhys Jones bemoaned the failure of the industry to attract
new entrants, and especially women, into the world of construction work. However, this
is not entirely the industry’s fault, as she explained, ‘One of the things that continue to
distress and depress me is the poor or the unimaginative careers advice that is available in
schools to young people. It doesn’t seem to have progressed very much and certainly, when
I was at school, construction engineering, built environment, any of those areas, simply
weren’t on the radar screen. I don’t think we even looked at architecture. At my grammar
school, our career paths were very clearly mapped out according to our perceived
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particular skill and competence. So, I was clearly labelled for all my school life as a linguist,
classicist, writer, and so on and there was a very clear separation between arts and sciences’.
Although the industry might be improving in terms of encouraging diversity, there is still
much room for improvement in this respect.

George Ferguson also echoed the importance of diversity and welcomed the notion of
retaining ideas from the younger generation while drawing on the benefits of a variety of
experiences from people of different backgrounds, ‘T have always had an emphasis on
youth and thinking that, you know, if you can get it right in the early years, then you get a
better educated, more socially aware, more artistic view, you know, more visually aware
population. So, I have always felt disappointed really that we are such a visually illiterate
nation and that we haven’t moved as fast as we should have done to being a visually literate
nation, like I think some of the other European nations are. You know, education tends to
give us more literal literacy than visual literacy, I think. Anyway, being a councillor was a
fantastic experience because I did, for many reasons, get very close to people whose lives I
would not have understood otherwise — people from very different backgrounds’.

There is, indeed, more that can be done to bring the different academic disciplines and
industry practice closer together. Whereas Jon Rouse finds the time to engage with the
education sector and academic research, he considered the issue of relevance, as he
remarked, ‘I love knowledge, I love spending time with academics and I go out of my way
to do stuff. So, for example, I sit on the Joseph Rowntree Foundation’s research committee
on planning and housing and I also spent a number of days last year to be involved in York
social housing group. So, I love taking time out to pursue knowledge, and I love taking
time out and spending with academics and I could see myself as an academic quite
comfortably. My only criticism of academics [...is that] there is too great a level of
detachment between the practical needs of government and industry. Too many of the
research questions that churn out answers that have no practical impact in terms of the
questions that are asked in the first place.  am amazed how rarely an academic, a group of
academics, an academic body comes to me in my career and said, “Jon, what would be
useful to you?”. You know, “IfI think about a research project over the next twelve months.
If Pm thinking of putting something together and thinking of what it might mean, what
would actually be useful to you at the corporation?”. You know. “What would actually
make a difference?” I could count on one hand the number of times that academics have
actually come to me proactively’.

Getting education closer with industry: towards a partnership model

The need for joined-up thinking, however, extends beyond connecting the education
sector and industry practice. On the skills agenda, Alan Ritchie considered the need for
supporting a social partnership model, where government bodies and the industry
represented by employers and employees engage closer together. He highlighted the case
of Scotland, and suggested that forging closer dialogue between the social partners can
only be a good thing in terms of building up future capacity, as he surmised, ‘in Scotland,
there’s only Scottish Vocational Qualifications Level 3 they recognise as a craftsman,
whereas in England and Wales they are saying, you know, “We’ll recognise Level 2”. And it
seems to be trying to deskill the industry and that is a worry because, I mean, where do you
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go? [...] Now, in Scotland, you could never complete your apprenticeship just by going to
college. You must have an employer and you must have experience, on-site experience
before you get it. But, the other most important thing is: the joint awarding body in
Scotland is the Scottish Qualifications Authority and the Scottish Building Apprenticeship
Training Council. That is a joint awarding body, whereas down here, it’s with the
Construction Industry Training Board (CITB) and the CITB is employer-led’.

Developing joined-up thinking and working and getting engagement from industry
actors is certainly an important point that we will return to in Chapter 4. However, our
interviewees recognised that this is what the industry is doing poorly. Bob White suggested
that a major segment of the industry, the small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs),
sometimes do not engage with cutting edge thinking simply because it is often easier to
remain in the comfort zone of the status quo: ‘How are we going to contact SMEs and get
them aligned with this? Who cares? If they don’t want to join the party, then, you know. . .I
was an SME once and I chose to do that. Some SME:s just do it for ease. And, it’s a lifestyle,
you know. You get a local architect who I don’t know, knocking in somewhere and he’s got
ten people working for him and that’s for his own benefit. It’s not for anything else. It’s not
to further the profession or improve the industry or anything like that. It’s a lifestyle thing
and if that’s what you want to do, then that’s fine. But, don’t then let them get the RIBA all
upset because they’re not being approached by all this innovation stuft’.

Yet, it is often assumed that cutting-edge thinking has to be embraced across the board,
regardless of the context in which a variety of firms operate. However, much innovation is
often conceived with larger firms in mind and fails to consider the heterogeneous
landscape of corporations, especially where SMEs are concerned. Instigating change
across the board through a ‘one size fits all’ approach might therefore be inappropriate,
and, at times, simply promote the idea ‘big is best” at the detrimental expense of smaller
firms. Bob White, drawing an example from the retail sector, noted ‘I remember when the
big stores emerged for the first time. You know, your Sainsbury’s, or whoever, there was all
this complaints about what’s happening to the high street and what’s happening to the
small corner shop? And how are we going to make them sustainable? Well, [the small
corner shops] no longer exist now. Everybody is used to going out of town to shop and
everybody enjoys it as a leisure thing and who cares? You know, that’s what people do’. He
added that ‘What people want is to live in a good environment with, you know, good
education, relatively good food, you know, lifestyle and security and all these sort of things.
They don’t really mind what the company size is that delivers those components’.

Thus, both George Ferguson and Bob White consider the engagement with SMEs to be
especially challenging for driving change in the industry, yet their responses are somewhat
distinct. For George, striking partnerships with SMEs can be an aspiration to achieve, but
one needs to better understand what motivates the proprietors of many of the smaller sized
firms that exist in a rather hand-to-mouth fashion. From another viewpoint, Bob prefers
to place the focus on what the end consumer wants, and despite the excerpt above, SMEs
do have markets that they serve. It is, therefore, vitally important, for Bob, that the needs of
these consumers are appreciated and met. So, in engendering change towards a more
sustainable future, education undoubtedly plays a critical role. In this subsection, it is
explained, however, that a ‘one size fits all” approach would be inept to cope with the
heterogeneous landscape of stakeholders involved. As the examples demonstrate above,



74  Constructing futures

this requires forging closer partnerships, whether this is between the social partners of the
state, employers and trade unions in shaping the education system, or a better compre-
hension of the multitude of subsectors and variety of firms that deliver construction goods
and services.

Continuous improvement in the sector and the role of research

Continuous change for the better certainly featured prominently as a theme for our
interviewees. Bob White, for example, suggested that the industry is actually very good at
doing things [. . .] to help produce stuff that others get profit out off’. Yet, Bob argued that
the industry can sometimes be made to feel isolated with little support in terms of
promoting this good practice and tackling grand challenges of the future. In particular,
Bob White was concerned that the industry cannot simply function on its own, and saw the
need for partnerships with government. Specifically, he identifies a number of big issues
that needed to be addressed, which require support from these partners, “There are three or
four big issues sat here waiting still to be cured. Not least of them is diversity, you know,
and equality and why haven’t we got enough women in the industry? Because if we got
women in the industry, it would cure the industry ills overnight, because we get capacity
and because we don’t seem like sensitive normal people in the world and you know, the
macho stuff. Secondly, you know, why haven’t we got proper skills? You know, why
haven’t we got a decent education system that recognises exactly the sort of people we need
and trains them for those things, instead of training them in all sorts of stupid stuff? Why
haven’t we got proper representation in the industry for, you know, with people like
government? Why don’t the ministers do their job properly? Why don’t the agencies that
have been set up to do their job do it?’. For Bob, there is a definite role here for greater
government support in these areas.

On the contrary, Tom Bloxham argued that although the industry is making progress
over time, there are still a lot of ill practices that need to be stamped out. In a similar vein,
however, Tom suggests that there is a role for educating the industry in professional
management to improve the current state of affairs: “This is an absolutely crap industry.
It’s getting better slowly. I think two things have affected it. One is the knowledge of the
main contractor. You know, how do we project manage it? So, I mean the whole basis of it
being adversarial, yeah? And whatever people tell you, the first thing is the construction
industry takes a view on how difficult a scheme may be, and they’ll bid on it and even
minus profit, knowing they can get a claim in at the end of it and therefore, the best paid
people there are not trying to fulfil a role, but trying to get claims back at the end of it.
Terrible, terrible state of affairs, but it is improving. It is changing. You know, project
management, management of change, the adversarial nature of the industry. The whole
basis of it, the whole purpose of the construction industry is to build, just enough, not
getting better. You know, which is really sad and actually, I think, in most cases, people
want to do the same thing all the time. There’s don’t always invest in technology, whereas
every other industry, you pay for technology, you pay for the production and you pay for
the materials. There is still a traditional quality in construction’.

Indeed, Sandi Rhys Jones echoed this sentiment that the industry can at times be
backward, as she suggested that the construction industry ‘has to find a way of making



Developing a sustainable future 75

itself an aspiration in society. We need more people who want to do it, rather than find
themselves doing it. It has everything in place. It needs to find a way of improving the way it
manages people. How do you find a framework for people joining the industry to see some
form of progression?’. Of course, there is much scope for the education system to be an
integral part of delivering the improvement agenda outlined in this subsection. On the one
hand, applicants from a wide range of backgrounds can be further encouraged to
undertake construction courses so that the next generation of people working in the
industry can reap the benefits of diversity. Furthermore, there is the opportunity of
applying research knowledge on modern aspects of technology and management already
found in universities to aid progress on the continuous improvement agenda.

For Stef Stefanou, engagement by the industry actors has a more pragmatic value. On his
thoughts regarding industry’s involvement in basic research, Stef remarked, ‘I have no
problems with being as close with Universities. Of course, when the company was smaller,
it was not possible because we had less people and I had to run here and everywhere.
However, about 10 to 15 years ago, I woke up one morning and thought, “We are
criticising all these documents that are coming out of universities, and sometimes these
documents act as the basis for governmental and departmental policies”. And I thought to
myself, “We do criticise, we talk to each other and say how useless they are because they are
theory, and yet, whenever university graduates or postgraduates or professors send us
letters asking us for feedback or asking us to participate, we say we haven’t got time and we
throw them in the bin”. And then they prepare something theoretical and then we
complain. And I say, “This is wrong! If we are prepared to criticise and expect something
more solid, we have to contribute”. We have to engage at that time of the thinking and
explain our point of view, rightly or wrongly, at least it will be ours, and influence them on
what they are writing; not try to do it after they wrote it and just criticise them. And that’s
how I try to get involved and I encourage my guys to get involved’. So what Stef has pointed
out here is that there is much benefit for the industry to co-produce research outputs with
the academics, returning to the point made about the need for forging deeper partnerships
between industry and academia.

Summing up the thoughts of our leading figures

To sum up thus far, sustaining the longevity of the industry featured as a prominent theme
for our interviewees. There was acknowledgement of the contribution the construction
industry makes in terms of underpinning the productive capacity of other sectors, and for
supporting the livelihoods of people in communities. All our interviewees recognised the
importance of people when framing their thoughts about the future. After all, physical
structures of the built environment would be meaningless if not for the people that design,
construct and use them. Yet, the social interactions between people and buildings are
interwoven in a complex manner through what our interviewees describe as communities.
Although many refrained from the use of the phrase ‘sustainable communities’, and
indeed there is no prescription here of what is the best approach to sustain communities,
our influential figures considered the social dimension of how communities helped shape
the built environment and vice versa as a critical factor that needed more comprehension
when discussing the future of construction.
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Yet, when explaining their views on sustainable development, there were a number of
contradictions that developed in the conversations. For one, there were tensions that
emerged when talking about the future in terms of time, as interviewees struggled
between the pragmatic need to meet short-term objectives of satisfying current demand
and the prevalence of the profit-making motive on the one hand, and the desire to keep a
long-term view for the benefit of future generations on the other. This was certainly a
source of contention and uncertainty when interviewees talked about concerns about the
environment and the climate change agenda. The views expressed here were also divided;
whereas some interviewees recognised the problem, especially in terms of the future supply
of energy, others remained sceptical about the way interventions are being devised to
tackle this problem. Even the economic imperative that dominated much of our
discussions was paradoxical. In a way, the economic imperative is a potent force that
drives human action and so, this can be mobilised in the design of incentive and penalty
schemes to influence human behaviour, provided human agency is well understood. At
the same time, however, the dominance of economic framing of the problem can act as a
major constraint to delivering on the sustainable development agenda. The obsession with
performance measurement based on a narrow focus on quantitative targets of outputs and
relatively less emphasis on the qualitative outcomes on the general well being of society,
can result in a lack of holism in the way the sustainable development agenda is being
approached.

Consequently, our interviewees acknowledged a lack of joined-up action across
the diverse landscape of stakeholders involved. There is much that the government can
do in coordinating responses from corporations and communities, through the role it
plays as major procurer and regulator of the activities undertaken by the industry.
Of particular interest to our interviewees are the need for greater clarity and transparency
of policy intents around the sustainable development agenda, and a need for policy-
makers to get closer to understanding the idiosyncratic nature of construction. Of
course, the industry also can do much to ward off abdication of responsibility in this
area. Our leaders insisted that practitioners can contribute to the contemporary agenda of
sustainable development by remaining reflective and self-critical of current practices, to
seek ways in which efficiency gains can be attained, and to re-invest such savings on basic
research to advance our understanding of the key problems that face the industry and
society at large. Furthermore, the modus operandi of focusing on short termism and mere
subsistence is insufficient to steer the industry towards a sustainable future. What
corporations need to do is to consider some of the longer term impacts of their
present-day actions. And this can be achieved by encouraging diversity through the
education system, in terms of integrating fresher perspectives from the younger generation
and non-traditional sources of recruitment, as well as combining knowledge from a variety
of disciplinary traditions.

Our interviewees agreed that the industry cannot act alone in resolving some of the
critical issues associated with the sustainable development agenda. Engagement with
policy-makers and the education system would be necessary if continuous improvement
were to happen. Specifically, there were opportunities mentioned regarding the strength-
ening of connections between industry and academia. This is especially critical where
research is concerned, as there is much to be gained in terms of getting practitioners and
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academic researchers to co-produce research outputs that could shed light on how to
better manage construction activities and pursue technological advancements. Moreover,
as we shall see later in this chapter, the role that basic research plays is critical in delivering
the sustainable development agenda as there remains a lot of uncertainty in what
constitutes knowledge about the agenda. Besides, research that is fed back into the
education system would be instrumental in developing practitioners for a more sustain-
able future.

It is interesting to observe that when thinking about the future of the industry, our
interviewees invariably talk about economic, social and environmental concerns, reiter-
ating the rhetorical triple-bottom-line approach of sustainability. We have illustrated the
key themes from our participants in Figure 3.1. For the rest of the chapter, we will review
the state-of-the-art of the theoretical literature on sustainable development. In doing so,
we set out to compare and contrast what our leaders think in relation to theoretical
perspectives, so that overlaps and gaps in theory and practice for a sustainable future can
be established.
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tion industry.
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Sustainability: definitions and perspectives

The Pearce report’® introduced the concept of sustainability by drawing on the UK
Government’s definition of ‘ensuring a better quality of life for everyone, now and
for generations to come’.” Despite its simplicity, the interpretation and adoption of
sustainability principles are far from straightforward. Pearce later suggested that ‘like all
value-laden phrases, the seductive nature of sustainability has meant that different
people define the term differently, partly in the anticipation that their own view of a
good society will be accepted by others’.® Pearce’s’ contribution, as highlighted by
Turner,"’ was to proffer a framework for understanding the application of sustainability
in the British construction industry. This framework expands on the triple-bottom-line —
economic, social and environmental perspectives — that has been identified by our
leading figures above, by locating the discussion within four capital perspectives
of man-made capital, human capital, natural capital and social capital. Accordingly,
man-made capital perspective is concerned mainly with how the productive capacity of
societies can be sustained, whereas human capital focuses on the long-term development
of skills in the workforce. Natural capital looks at the how the planet’s ecology can be
preserved and enhanced over time and social capital focuses on the notion of
communities.

At first glance, the issues analysed from the interviews in the preceding section
correspond neatly with the framework adapted from Pearce."' The purpose of comparing
our interviewees’ perspectives and the theoretical literature is twofold. First, it is intended
that the review will present the current state of knowledge, which perhaps explains
the shaping of our leaders’ thoughts about sustainability. Second, and probably
more critically, the comparison will also reveal potential gaps in theory and practice
of the sustainable development agenda, which might be useful for shaping the trajectory
of how sustainable development could be addressed by the construction industry in
the future.

Man-made capital: problems with an output-driven model

The construction industry is often credited as being the sector that underpins business,
industry and general way of life in any country. In the UK, recent statistics from the
Department of Business, Innovation and Skills (BIS) indicate that the industry employs
around 1.26 million workers producing an output of just under £110 billion."* Though
sizeable, Pearce'” argued that official statistics tend to diminish the true picture of the
industry as the data are derived from a narrow definition, which only accounts for the
contribution of registered contractors. He estimated that broadening the definition of
the industry to include inter alia the quarrying of raw materials, production and sale of
building materials and products, professional services, self-build and the informal
economy could imply a total employment of around 3 million people, contributing
approximately 10% of UK GDP and around 70% of man-made capital (or manufactured
wealth). Sustainable development, according to man-made capital perspective is largely
about enhancing the productive capacity of the economy, often gauged by measuring
productivity levels, i.e. how much goods and services are produced per input, and
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comparing these across industry sectors and/or across countries. Comparisons of pro-
ductivity levels are often employed by governments to shape economic policy, especially in
terms of steering towards which future economic activities to invest. In this section, we will
discuss the difficulties of relying on productivity comparisons and question the reliability
of measurement techniques and theoretical models that help explain productivity levels.
Consequently, doubts are being cast on the efficacy of the narrow utilisation of produc-
tivity levels to drive economic policy for a sustainable future.

Difficulties of productivity comparisons

Measured through productivity levels, Pearce'* observed that the industry’s contribution
to man-made capital, particularly in terms of infrastructure provision, lags behind our
major competitors in Europe on a per capita basis. Elsewhere, there is also general
recognition of the current housing shortfall to meet the demographic changes highlighted
in Chapter 1."”> These comparisons point to the long-standing productivity problem in
construction. For example, Olomolaiye and colleagues'® lamented about the suboptimal
productivity of UK construction relative to the manufacturing sector. Others'” have also
suggested that the construction industry in the UK underperforms in comparison with
such other countries as the USA. These trends seem to corroborate well with the portrayal
of the UK productivity gap.'®

Yet, there is also contrasting evidence to suggest otherwise. Barrett,'” for instance,
tracked the gross value added figures for the UK construction, manufacturing and service
industries since 1975 and found that the construction industry actually outperforms
manufacturing. Even the UK productivity gap with that of our European counterparts in
official statistics appears to be closing. Recent evidence suggests that although UK
construction is less productive than US construction, the gap has narrowed when
compared to Germany and France. Ive and colleagues®’ estimated that the average labour
productivity per person-year remains on a par with Germany. Similarly, when UK
construction productivity is measured using value added per person employed, it was
found that the UK’s performance actually surpassed French and German construction
productivity in 2001; thereby leading to policy recommendations that would see greater
alignment with the pursuit of the ‘best practice’ agenda framed in the US construction
industry rather than the development trajectories of the European construction indus-
try.”! Indeed, UK government policy currently advocates the US model as exemplary for
closing the UK productivity gap and numerous comparative studies have been undertaken
to attempt to explain the differences between UK and US productivity levels.”> Researchers
examining the retail sector, for instance, have argued that large UK businesses remain
world class and are comparable to US firms in terms of productivity, suggesting that it is
the long-tail’ of smaller firms that requires catching up.>® This observation is potentially
interesting for the construction sector, which is dominated by smaller firms.

Limitations of using productivity comparisons to formulate economic policy

However, the formulation of economic policy based on international comparisons of
productivity necessitates a degree of caution. As Griffith and Harmgart warn, [...]
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comparing productivity across countries can be deceptive [. . .] international comparisons
can help us to learn about whether markets are working well, and about what sorts of
policies are in place which are and are not effective [...] however, such comparisons are
not perfect and should be interpreted judiciously’.>* Broadberry and O’Mahony traced the
historical context of international comparisons of productivity and argued that countries
used for benchmarking against UK productivity fall in and out of fashion, and that
competitor countries like Germany had once lagged behind UK in terms of productivity.
They maintained that the current conviction for UK policy-makers to use the US model as
exemplar may be myopic as there are limitations to wholesale copying of practices from
other countries due to barriers such as geographic differences.*” Specific to construction,
Blake and colleagues noted that US construction differs from UK construction in that the
US industry is dominated by larger companies, whereas the converse is true for the British
industry.”® Contextualising practices is, therefore, necessary for any policy adoption
regarding productivity improvements.

Another area in need of further review is the adoption of information technology (IT) as
a means of improving productivity. For instance, the transfer of this US policy to British
industry remains very popular among UK policy-makers.*” Yet, the construction industry
globally — including US construction — has been consistently poor in the uptake of IT.**
This is perhaps due to the industry’s perception that the role of IT is somewhat limited
when it comes to undertaking its core activity — the physical construction of buildings.
Moreover, the UK construction industry is particularly dominated by SMEs that are less
likely to have the capacity to invest in IT infrastructure. Commentators have argued for a
rethink of the way IT adoption in construction companies, particularly SMEs, is measured
and promoted; thus, reinforcing the need to make adjustments when embracing practices
from abroad.”

Questioning the reliability of theoretical models and productivity measurements

Furthermore, the measurement of productivity is not without problems. Comparisons of
productivity levels across countries are faced with the question of reliability, as there are
often difficulties associated with measuring like-for-like because of differences in such
market characteristics as pricing strategies and exchange rates.’® Notwithstanding, critics
have also observed that construction productivity measurements have not hitherto
painted an accurate picture of the complexity of the production process. Crawford and
Vogl,”" for instance, suggested that the dominant emphasis on macro-level measures of
productivity fails to account for the entirety of the construction process at the micro-level.
This supports Chan and Kaka,** who noted that numerous studies undertaken to ascertain
productivity at the construction project level merely focus narrowly on such stable
activities as concrete operations. Radosavljevic and Horner’> found that the reliance on
statistical principles of normality in virtually all productivity measurements failed to
deliver a better understanding of the ubiquitous complexity of construction productivity.

Even if productivity measurements were to be taken at face value, there also exists a
fundamental problem with the basic assumption of existing productivity models applied
to construction. Underpinning such models as the work—time model** and the CALIBRE
approach®” is the belief that working time can be dichotomised into productive time and
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unproductive time, and the general assertion that reduction of the latter results in a rise in
productive time, and hence overall output. However, this binary relationship between
productive and unproductive time has been proven to be non-existent in empirical data.”®
Indeed, using bricklaying as an example, Calvert and colleagues” remained baffled as to
why global construction have not come to see even half of the production rates attained at
the turn of the twentieth century when Frank Gilbreth’s motion studies created a standard
of 2700 bricks laid per bricklayer day.

Therefore, the focus on output that has become the principal driver for productivity
measurements and comparisons offers only a partial understanding to our quest for
sustaining higher productivity. Flanagan and colleagues® even suggested that it is perhaps
time to move away from measuring outputs to the measurement of value derived from
such issues as quality, innovation and organisational learning — what neo-classical
economists like Robert Solow termed residual productivity — as they called for a
paradigmatic shift towards understanding construction competitiveness rather than
productivity. Indeed, earlier scholars have alluded to the tensions between two critical
dimensions of the productivity problem: the first being that productivity improvements
should yield an increase in output, an agenda that has come to prevail in managerial
discourse; and the second being that productivity improvements should free up
workers’ time for more leisure.>®> However, the conventional dominance of emphasising
the importance of increasing output has consequently led to a relative neglect on the
perspective of the worker. As Chan and Kaka surmised, ‘the constant fixation on the
quantifiable aspects of productivity results in a regrettable dearth of attention to the labour
element of construction labour productivity’.*

So, it seems that to secure a sustainable economic future, there are limitations on relying
solely on output-based models of defining productivity levels. These measurements can
often portray a far too simplistic picture that disregards the complexities of the production
process (certainly in the case of construction), and the heterogeneous landscape of
stakeholders operating in the industry. Furthermore, the measurement and comparison
of productivity levels themselves do not guarantee that appropriate courses of action are
taken to enhance man-made capital perspective of sustainable development. In framing
the economic perspective of sustainable development, there is contemporarily more
emphasis on sustaining the wider competitiveness agenda. This brings into question a
range of other factors beyond the simplistic notion of productivity levels. In examining
what Solow called the residual productivity problem, it is necessary to place more
emphasis on enhancing the nature of resources over time as well. It is here that human
capital perspective potentially offers some useful insights, which will be discussed in the
next section.

Human capital: the rhetoric versus reality of investing in people

The concept of human capital has gained currency in recent times. In the UK, the
Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development (CIPD) rallied the government to
make businesses accountable for their human capital,*" which led to the formation of
the Accounting for People Task Force.** The concept of human capital is not new. Ever
since Adam Smith examined the pin manufacturing process in the eighteenth century, the
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importance of human capital in the form of skills and dexterity of the workforce has been
acknowledged. For Adam Smith, it was reasonable to see how enhancing the skills of
workers alongside the division of labour would increase the productive capacity of the
firm and worker. Indeed, Becker’s theory of human capital*’ promises overwhelming
support that investment in education and training generates rising personal income.
Evidence can be sought from a greater proportion of higher level skills and IT adoption in
US businesses and the associated productivity levels in comparison with the UK (see
preceding section); and advocates of the importance of human capital would point to the
successes of the Asian Tiger economies in the 1980s.

Yet, as Grugulis points out, ‘the longstanding consensus that skills are “good things”
[...] and the evidence that they can advantage every participant in the employment
relationship have not been matched by a widespread adoption of high skills routes to
competitiveness. Despite the existence of exemplary practice, extensive exhortations and
official interventions, most jobs in Britain demand few skills’.** Even workers with degree
qualifications are not guaranteed that their higher level skills would be put to good use at
the workplace with the growth of GRINGOs (graduates in non-graduate occupations).*” It
is true, in fact, that the extant literature on construction skills paints a rather grim picture
on the state of human capital investment.*°

In this section, we examine the human capital perspective of sustainable development
and delve into the reasons as to why disconnections exist between the rhetoric and reality
of the skills development agenda. In part, the nature and structure of the industry
characterised by the dominance of SMEs and reliance on casualised, flexible labour
accounts for much of the lacklustre approach towards skills development. Yet, more
fundamentally, the complexity of what skills really mean, coupled with the way public
policy tends to simplify these in terms of quantifiable categories and levels, do little to instil
confidence among employers to embrace the skills development agenda. The limitations
of the economic approach to defining skills and expecting skills development to rationally
happen are raised within this section. What is needed, again, is a holistic approach that
accounts for the benefits of human capital that is accrued to workers and society at large,
and this necessitates strong institutional coordination that encourages genuine collabora-
tions and dialogue between the social partners of the state, employer and employee
representation.

So why does the reality of the skills agenda not match the rhetoric of human capital
theory?

If human capital is espoused to bring benefits of productive capacity for the firm and the
worker,"” why is there a mismatch between the rhetoric and reality of training and
education investment? Construction researchers have offered a number of explanations
for this phenomenon. The central argument tends to revolve around the nature of the
industry. As mentioned previously, the construction industry is often used as a barometer
of economic performance, and therefore is exposed to the vulnerabilities of economic
cycles of boom and bust. Given such uncertainties, firms are less likely to engage in skills
training and development, which requires a longer term view.*® Furthermore, the industry
epitomises the pinnacle of flexible organisation and its deeply entrenched reliance on self-
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employment® and contingent labour®® reduces the industry’s propensity to train.
Together with the difficulty in attracting new entrants into the industry as a result of
its beleaguering public image, it is inevitable that the industry consistently reports a low
average training investment of around one-person-day per year.”'

Generic versus specific skills: confusion over definition of skills

Ironically, the very definition of human capital used by economists potentially results in
the lacklustre approach taken by firms in skills development. Becker’s** notion of human
capital is a simplistic one, which assumes a sense of rationalism. Mainstream economists
tend to argue that one’s sole purpose of survival is to maximise economic utility,” which
when translated to skills development means the maximisation of one’s productive
capacity in order to maximise one’s wage. Put simply, it is perfectly reasonable that one
should invest in skills enhancement because one desires to become more productive. The
concept of skills, under this narrow and rational economic perspective of human capital,
implies that skills reside in the workers themselves as a measurably commodity so that any
increase in skills (often measured through quantifiable levels) brings about a correspond-
ing rise in worker productivity and wages — the concept of wage labour. Following from
this, there is the question of who should then be responsible for investment of human
capital. Becker’s work consequently led to the distinction between firm-specific skills and
skills that are completely general.>* Thus, the investment of firm-specific skills should
intuitively lie within the remit of firms, and the state, through its education system, should
provide for the general skills as an increase in worker productivity should, in theory,
benefit the economy as a whole.

However, commentators have argued that this dichotomy is far too simplistic. Groen
commented that although ‘this distinction is valuable at a conceptual level, it fails to
describe the full range of training empirically. Most skills learned on the job may be
somewhere between the extremes of firm-specific and general.”>> He showed through an
empirical analysis of the US labour market that as a market expands and becomes more
competitive, employers tend to shift towards demanding more generic skills. So, the clear
distinction between specific and general skills, and the accompanying consequences on
determining where employer responsibility for training lies, becomes somewhat fuzzier;
such a distinction does little to explain the reality of training that results in skills
transferable to other firms.”® Indeed, Groen criticised the relevance of Becker’s model
to reflect the impetus of the skills agenda in modern times, because human capital theory
has hitherto assumed a [...] model of investment in general and firm-specific skills, in
which the training firm and the worker share the full amount of the return’.”’

Yet, the concept of skills is indeed multi-faceted and boundaries between what benefits
the employer or employee are not always distinguishable. Citing Cockburn,”® Grugulis
proffered three perspectives of skill: ‘there is the skill that resides in the man himself,
accumulated over time, each new experience adding something to a total ability. There is
the skill demanded by the job, which may or may not match the skill in the worker. And
there is the political definition of skill: that which a group of workers or a trade union can
successfully defend against the challenge of employers and of other groups of workers’.”’
Accordingly, the first category relates to the conventional economic perspective of human
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capital where skills are commoditised for the maximisation of economic utility, and the
latter two categories broaden to consider sociological implications of skills development
on the worker and society respectively.®” Indeed, skills could mean very different things to
the worker and the employer, as Clarke observed in the construction labour process,
‘whilst training creates skills, these skills have different values for the worker who owns,
sells, employs and attempts to conserve them than for the builder (employer) who buys and
consumes them [...] Under a capitalist mode of production [...] the determination of
training provision is only possible through an analysis of changes in production and in the
social relations regulating the labour process,”®" thereby integrating the perspectives of
skills at work and the socially constructed nature of skills definition between the actors
concerned. However, as traditional configurations of what skills mean in terms of discrete
categories and levels do little to reflect the complexity of what employers, workers and
society demand of skills — if ever these can be clearly defined — the confusion that arises
serves to impede engagement of the skills development agenda.®”

Implications of complexity of skills definition on enactment of human capital theory

So, what are the implications of the expanded definition of skills? For one, the economic
perspective promoted by human capital economists like Becker® is limited in attaining the
ideal state of more skills leading on to greater productive capacity for both the firm and the
worker. Instead, Groen®* has demonstrated empirically the tendency for employers to
pursue a strategy of more general skills and less specific skills as a market matures and
becomes more competitive. Hence, employers are likely to abdicate from the responsi-
bility of investing in skills development for fear that other employers would poach
the workers once they have completed the training,*” thereby resulting in continued
de-skilling®® of firm-specific skills. Recent analysis from the UK Labour Force Survey also
provided evidence that skills-specificity in construction has declined over time.®’
Grugulis and colleagues®® suggested that this emphasis on generic skills offers, on the
one hand, a false sense of upskilling among the workers, and, on the other, virtually no
benefit of wage premium. Becker’s®® belief that investment in human capital would reap
benefits of greater productive capacity and wage growth would stand to be tested, but this
is certainly not the case in the UK construction industry.”° For Grugulis, ‘the key issue here
is not that technology, market forces or flexibility do not support skills development: it is
that they do not inevitably do so. There are choices to be made about the ways that work is
designed, monitored and controlled, and these choices will affect skills in a range of
ways’.”! Arguably, the economic perspective of human capital emphasises human
resources as an economic factor of production and potentially plays down the human
benefits that can be accrued through development.”” This has been recognised in the
literature as the balance between hard and soft human resources management, where the
former focuses on production and the latter acknowledges the welfare of workers.”?
Grugulis and colleagues added that the concentration on generic skills meant moving
‘the focus of attention away from the workplace and those who manage it, onto schools,
colleges and universities, all of which have failed, it is alleged, to have imbued their
students with the appropriate skills’,”* thus ‘outsourcing’ the responsibility of failing to
achieve high-commitment, high-performance knowledge economy away from the realm
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of management. Insofar as skills matter, they lamented, ‘they are not necessarily the first
factor to be considered for the melioration of work, employment and the economy’.””
Indeed, Beckingsdale and Dulaimi’® observed that skills training and development is
rarely seen as a core business activity among construction companies. Researchers also
support this observation as they note that companies tend to approach such initiatives as

Investors in People as a badge-collecting public relations exercise.””

The limitations of measuring skills: what else must be done?

When discussing man-made capital perspective in the preceding subsection, we identified
the problems of formulating economic policy on the basis of measurement alone. So,
would more measurement and reporting of human capital management improve the
situation? Our best guess is probably not. As Elias and Scarbrough aptly point out, what is
needed is ‘evidence on the practice rather than on the theory of human capital evaluation’,
as they concluded, ‘firms, while drawing on ideas such as the inclusion of people metrics in
the balanced scorecard, actually adapted these approaches to their own company needs,
preferring flexibility to standardised systems of reporting’.”® These conclusions offer an
explanation as to why standard reporting of human capital management remains elusive.
Indeed, the perpetuation of standardised systems of measuring skills through levels of
qualifications and the absence of evidence that this brings about upskilling is well
documented.”” So, measurement itself does not necessarily lead to improvements in
human capital per se; what is crucial now is for firms and societies to start valuing labour.*’

The view on human capital seems to be divided into two camps: economists who are
largely concerned with economic performance and productivity, and sociologists who
defend the power of labour in the social construction of skills. A compromise is perhaps
needed to move forward in engendering real action from the debates. Sympathetic
commentators have suggested that construction companies have to juggle between the
short-term need for profitability and the long-term employee interests of skills develop-
ment. Raidén and Dainty used the phrase ‘chaordic organisation’ to describe how
construction companies deal constantly with both the chaotic business environment
and the orderly, strategic planning of skills.*' Clarke and Winch® called for a shift in
educational philosophy in construction to include strong theoretical underpinning in
schools, colleges and universities, work experience provided by employers and oppor-
tunities for simulation of work processes. This necessitates a deeper partnership between
the education system and industry, and it is precisely this partnership that Leitch®’ felt his
proposal for employment and skills boards could facilitate in moving the UK economy to a
higher skills level.

However, institutions need to be strengthened so that genuine dialogue between the
state, employers and workers can be maintained to ensure that appropriate skills are being
developed for a sustainable future. In the UK, Broadberry and O’Mahony®* argued that
institutional structures have weakened since the Second World War, which resulted in the
erosion of much-needed intermediate skills. They suggested following the lead of German
institutions, which remained strongly supportive of maintaining a healthy balance
between intermediate and higher level skills, a view shared by many others. Clarke and
Herrmann® showed how differences in institutional structures between the UK and
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Germany accounted for a more productive German construction industry. Indeed,
institutions matter! And a clear example lies in the regulation of health and safety in
UK construction — British construction remains one of the safest in Europe resulting from
tightening up on legislation and there is evidence of a corresponding emphasis on health
and safety training.*® Yet, the perpetuation of neo-liberal economic policy and increased
organisational flexibility®” could potentially threaten the strength of institutions even in
Germany.®® We will examine the role of institutional structures in greater detail in the next
chapter.

So, it appears that, theoretically, human capital perspective manifest in the skills
development agenda is once again dominated by the rational economic approach,
which, in turn, treats skills as quantifiable commodities in the form of categories and
levels framed by public policy-makers. Yet, such an approach does little to translate into
actual engagement of employers and employees in developing skills for a sustainable
future. The notion that skills are a good thing, defined narrowly in terms of productive
capacity and wage levels, seem questionable. Instead, there is mounting evidence that
employers simply opt for development of generic skills, at the expense of de-skilling the
workforce. Benefits of the human capital perspective of sustainable development accrued
to workers and the wider society often escape public discussion. What is essential is not
more measurement of fictitious skills categories and levels, but a concerted effort to
coordinate an institutional response that encourages genuine engagement between the
social partners of the state, employer and employee representation to safeguard skills for a
sustainable future.

Natural capital: consensus gained or paradise lost

The green agenda has come of age. Not a day goes by without the mention of the C-word
in popular media: our carbon footprint. From the way we commute, to the food we eat,
to the houses we live in, the conscience of the British public is often pricked by the
constant reminder that a radical lifestyle change is necessary to ensure the sustainability
of the global natural environment. In 2006, a documentary film featuring former US
vice-president Al Gore, An inconvenient truth: a global warning,® utilised powerful
imagery to forecast potential scenarios of climate change, ranging from desertification to
the dawn of a new ice age. In the film, Al Gore demanded immediate action from
politicians, businesses and individuals as he maintained that there is not a single more
important issue that warrants such compelling consensus from over 2500 scientists
around the world. That consensus points to the grave situation that business-as-usual
would result in the depletion of Earth’s natural resources, which, in turn, would threaten
the very existence of humankind. As this section unfolds, we present the key arguments
on natural capital that suggest that scientists are far from reaching consensus, especially
in terms of mitigation responses. We examine the main debates in the study of natural
capital and suggest that, as in man-made and human capital, the challenge lies in moving
from the rhetoric of measurement to the reality of action.

A consistent theme emerging from a review of man-made and human capital per-
spectives of sustainable development is the limitation of framing the agenda in purely
quantifiable, economic terms. We see this again in the literature on natural capital
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perspective, where proponents of securing a more sustainable future for the planet’s
ecology are compelled to consider environmental problems as economic ones in order
to demand the attention this deserves. Yet, it is observed that such an approach drives
policy-makers to be fixed on measurement alone and does little to promote actions of a
strong environmental sustainability nature, i.e. one that not only ensures a minimisation
of harm to the natural environment, but also encourages the preservation and replen-
ishment of natural stocks. In this section, we discuss the limitations of the economic
approach in greater depth, and explain why a strong environmental sustainability
approach remains elusive. Ostensibly this is because knowledge about the
workings of natural capital remains incomplete and there are problems associated with
assigning monetary value on natural stocks, especially where the longer term value for
the benefit of future generations is concerned. We also discuss how incomplete
knowledge results in less prescription of public policy in this area; a corollary of such
vagaries is that policy implementation to ensure strong environmental sustainability
remains ineffectual.

The need to frame the environmental agenda in economic terms

The concept of natural capital pertaining to the sustainability agenda was popularised in
the 1980s by the late Professor David Pearce.”® According to Turner, Pearce viewed
natural capital ‘as a fruitful way of integrating ecological sensitivities into mainstream
economics’.”’ Admittedly, it can be observed that the environmental agenda is now
given a more prominent place on the global stage as political leaders from across the
world continue to debate both the implications of climate change on the economy, and,
more critically, effective mechanisms to mitigate the cost of meeting the environmental
sustainability agenda. Reviewing the Stern report,”” Shipworth observed that Stern’s
recommendations are ‘now resonating around Europe and to a lesser extent America
and shifting the debate away from the science of climate change to the economics of
action versus inaction’,” adding ‘while there is little that is surprising in these
recommendations, the overall theme is clear. Most economists favour market mecha-
nisms where available, and regulation where there are market failures’.”* As we shall see
later, market failures do exist when adopting strategies to mitigate the impacts of climate
change. Deciding on regulatory responses, however, remains contentious.

It is fair to say that few would dispute climate change to be an issue of the day.
Particularly in the West where governments struggle to encourage the electorate to vote,
today’s politically apathetic youth are likely to be interested in such single issues as climate
change and the environment. Yet, believing that good citizenry — or free market
mechanisms in economic speak — is all that is needed to tackle such issues is simply
naive. Pearce and Atkinson commented that ‘the concept of “natural capital” does not
adequately conceptualise the economy—environment linkage. Only a comprehensive
“ecological economics” can do that and we do not believe that a coherent body of
thought has yet emerged [...] we argue that the forces bringing them together are most
likely to emerge by forcing existing paradigms to account for environmental problems’.*>
What is interesting is the element of compulsion that they placed on considering
environmental problems as part of economic ones.
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Distinction between strong and weak sustainability

Researchers from the field of ecological economics have distinguished between two forms
of sustainability: weak sustainability and strong sustainability. Devkota,”® drawing on
inter alia Pearce and Barbier,”” provides a concise explanation of the distinction between
weak and strong sustainability. The weak sustainability perspective views natural capital
and man-made capital as substitutes, such that the depletion of any one form of capital is
acceptable insofar as reinvestment in other forms of capital takes place in order to
maintain or increase the total stock of natural and man-made capital. The measurement of
weak sustainability tends to follow a cost—benefit approach and is invariably commen-
surable with monetary valuation. The strong sustainability perspective, on the other hand,
considers natural and man-made capital to be complementary and that all natural and
other forms of capital should not only be kept independently intact over time, there is also
a need to maintain essential, non-replaceable and non-substitutable environmental
resources.”® Therefore, the preservation of the natural environment and its resources is
central under strong sustainability considerations. Shipworth states that strong sustain-
ability ‘evokes the precautionary principle [...] a legal mechanism for managing the
variability in impact arising from one’s uncertainty of the consequences of actions
considered likely to cause serious or irreversible environmental damage’.”” However,
Turner'? argued that green national accounting measures like ‘Genuine Savings Mea-
sure’, ‘Index of Sustainable Economic Welfare’ and the ‘Genuine Progress Indicator’ have
demonstrated that many countries cannot even pass the weak sustainability test, let alone
provide evidence of attaining strong sustainability.

Why is strong sustainability elusive? The problems of incomplete knowledge

Neumayer suggested that the pursuit of environmental sustainability, especially strong
environmental sustainability, can be a struggle: ‘If the current generation still thinks that
additional precautionary action is warranted, it should do so [. . .] Natural and economic
science is able to guide in making this decision transparent and rational. It will not be able
to give the answer in the society’s stead, however [...] both the natural and economic
science of global warming is unable to provide unambiguous answers about how much
emission abatement is warranted. Uncertainty and ignorance are too widespread”.'" So,
what is suggested here is that scientific knowledge about the agenda remains incomplete
and that present ignorance about the subject means that any intervention to address the
environmental agenda will invariably entail some form of moral consideration.

One key area that still remains debatable about the environmental agenda is what
actually constitutes critical natural capital. Ekins suggested that when understanding
natural capital, one needs to consider the functions of natural capital for human beings
and the functions of natural capital itself.'”> He argued that whereas we have a better
understanding of the impacts of natural capital on human beings (i.e. ‘functions for’) in
such terms as the economy, waste management and human health, our understanding of
the ‘functions of natural capital remains elusive. For Ekins, ‘the “functions of” the
environment are those which maintain the basic integrity of natural systems in general and
ecosystems in particular. These functions are not easily perceived, and scientific knowl-
edge about them is still uncertain and incomplete. What may be said with certainty,
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however, is that whether science understands these functions or not, and whether people
value or are ignorant about them or not, the continued operation of the “functions of” the
environment is a prerequisite for the continued performance of many of the “functions
for” humans’.'"?

In other words, the natural environment is taken as a good thing in the abstract, but just
how this natural environment operates is still being fathomed by humankind. As a
consequence, any scientific knowledge and intervention that arises from this knowledge
will always remain partial. Yet, he urged for more research to comprehend the dynamic
complexities of the functions of the natural environment, as when ‘looked at in isolation,
these “functions of” the environment may appear useless in human terms, and therefore,
dispensable. Considered as part of a complex natural system, these functions may be
essential for the continued operation of other functions of much more obvious impor-
tance to humans. The danger is that the isolated view, or scientific ignorance about the
natural complexity, may result in “functions of” being sacrificed for economic or social
benefits, without appreciation of the wider implications’.'**

Ekins maintained that ‘there is little current evidence that societies are actually prepared
to put it into practice’.'® Several commentators, including Pearce himself, remain
sceptical about the precautionary principle because of the ambiguity that surrounds
it.1% Burthermore, there exists an unresolved, hotly debated issue of how far into the
future the current generation should account for.'”” Regarding preservation of the
environment, this brings in the subjective concept of aesthetics. We will visit this issue
when we discuss social capital below, but it is interesting to note that Pearce'®® himself
avoided affording an estimate on this very issue when he was examining the sustainability
of the UK construction industry.

Difficulties of measuring natural capital

Measurement, especially in the economics literature, necessitates a high degree of
quantification, and those issues that cannot be easily quantifiable appear to be sidelined.
This is potentially suicidal'® when adopted in public policy. In fact, England suggested
that measurement of natural capital can be a waste of intellectual effort as he ‘reached the
conclusion that, although natural capital is a powerful metaphor worthy of retention by
ecological economists, its precise measurement should not be at the top of our collective
research agenda’.!'® Of course, what measurement fails to achieve is to shed light on what
mitigation responses are required, or even what response is effective or not. Like many
accounting measures, the indicators are also at best lagging behind practice. As Wack-
ernagel and colleagues commented ‘Present demand that damages future supply will only
show up in future Footprint assessments. The Footprint and Biocapacity thus derive
directly from prevailing yields, and do not make adjustments for “good” or “bad”
management practices’.''!

Furthermore, Chiesura and de Groot observed that any measurement approach that
simply represents in monetary terms serves only to perpetuate individualism and ignores
the plurality of the human experience in the forms of cultural and non-material well
being.''* They advocate a socio-cultural approach to define natural capital as they
asserted: ‘Central focus of the socio-cultural perspective is thus the human being with
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its social and psychological context, its non-materialistic needs, its understanding of well
being, and the rational as well as the emotional components of its attitudes towards the
natural environment’.!"> Indeed, human well being needs to be re-evaluated beyond what
the mere economic cost-benefit analysis can examine.''* Here again, Pearce''> recognised
the growing interest of the existence, even the importance, of the ‘happiness’ literature,''°
but seemed quick to dismiss its relevance and credibility in the pursuit of sustainability.

The ethical dimension: dilemma between present energy needs and benefits for
future generations

If measurement is a problem, then ethical consideration is even more contentious. As
Neumayer noted, ‘the answers are dependent on the underlying ethical decisions con-
cerning how much to take the future welfare into account and whether one thinks that
what future generations care about is only total capital or specific sub-categories like
natural capital. Ultimately, it is on us to decide whether we think consumption growth can
compensate future generations for damage to natural capital and human health or not’.""”
This returns to the paradox of dealing with short-term imperatives and long-term benefit
discussed above.

Stern talks of bridging both intragenerational and intergenerational gaps in the quest of
maximising utility in the economics of climate change."'® In other words, there is a need to
ensure the sustainability of the natural environment across time and space. However, this
is a somewhat rose-tinted view of the reality of action (or inaction) on climate change.
Wackernagel and colleagues asserted, ‘In fact, those contributing most to climate change
through their energy intensive lifestyles will most likely be less affected by, and better
shielded from, the outfalls of climate change than poor people living on marginal land or in
underserved urban conditions. Such disparities between those who profit from resource
consumption and those who bear the environmental burden strongly encourage overuse
of resources’.!'” This perhaps explains why the practice of carbon trading, where the
developed world can in principle continue with business-as-usual by financially offsetting
their high emissions against those of the less developed world, remains more favourable
among businesses than say, climate change taxation; or perhaps why we have seen headline
stories about how biofuel crop plantations (where the science remains unclear) are
exacerbating poverty in developing countries.

Indeed, consumption particularly in the West is insatiable. Herring argued that
restriction of consumer behaviour in terms of energy consumption has never been
favourable by the public: “This concept of sufficiency with its emphasis on reducing
consumption and “living well on less” [...] so far remains a mainly ethical exhortation
rather than practical approach to Western consumers. However, it is being developed by
academics and encouraged by governments in a weak form under the slogan of “sus-
tainable consumption™.'*° Herring (2006) went on to conclude with an ethical question
on what a ‘good’ life is, as he suggested, ‘a consensus and practical solutions to devise a
“conservation” or sufficiency lifestyle will take time. In the meantime, energy efficiency is a
valuable tool to save consumers’ money and stimulate economic productivity and it
should still be promoted whatever be its impact on energy consumption’.'*' There is
perhaps a tendency to feel that as the past is long gone and the future is uncertain, what
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remains secure is the present. Such an attitude would challenge any proposition of a
lifestyle change among consumers. Indeed the extant literature promotes an understand-
ing of the functions of natural capital for humans.

However, England suggested a change in perspective to look at how humanity fits into
nature: ‘we retain “natural capital” as a pedagogical device and as a component of our
preanalytic vision of how humanity fits into nature [. ..] It follows that human society is
approaching, or perhaps has already entered, an era when scarcity of natural capital
constrains aggregate output’.'*> Paradoxically, consumption is to be restricted by the
limits of natural capital. Thus, if consumption is to be safeguarded as a right of future
generations, an ethical stance for action is now required. Stern'?® believes that it is
inappropriate to consider the rights of future generations as intrinsically less valuable than
those of the current generation.'**

Thus, Stern’s'*> proposals on adjusting discount rates to reflect concern for the
future could signal a departure from conventional economics of deriving net
present values. But, for the moment, individual self-interest is likely to prevail. Spash’s
conclusion about the Stern report is illuminating on the issue of ethical consideration:
‘the approach taken clearly allows traditional economic growth to be defended. The
argument avoids the fundamental question of why more consumption and production is
necessary. Indeed to ask such a question is economic heresy because such growth is the
foundation of modern political economy, where the consumer is mythically sovereign,
firms have no political power and governments hardly exist. That this orthodox economic
model might be failing and is impossible to sustain goes to the heart of ecological
economics’.'*

Specifically within construction there is the long-standing problem of influencing
consumer behaviour to take into account whole life cycle assessments. According to
Turner,'?” life cycle assessment represents one way of evaluating strong environmental
sustainability. In theory, life cycle assessments allow users to develop a long-term view of
costs beyond that of initial construction. Academics and practitioners have often cited
1:5:200 as the ratio of construction costs to maintenance and building operating costs to
staffing and business operating costs. This ratio is significant because it illustrates the
potential value of how the initial design and construction process can impact on the overall
value of running the facility and operations over the life of the building.

However, recent analyses of empirical evidence have revealed that the value of operating
costs is over-inflated. Hughes and colleagues examined published data of three commer-
cial buildings in the UK and found that a more realistic ratio is 1:0.4:12."*® Building on
data on Central London offices, Ive revisited the base assumptions of the original ratio and
made adjustments for such issues as discount rates, construction costs, land values and
productivity and found that a more plausible ratio seems to be 1:1.5:15."** Ive went a step
further by arguing that when developing such a ratio, one needs to distinguish between
types of occupancy, e.g. commercial versus non-commercial, developer versus owner—
occupier, etc. For him, ‘it is therefore important that tenants, property investors and
developers intending to sell tenanted offices to investors can all see the relevance of the
argument about the relative size of the ratios to them’.'** Accordingly, developers
intending to sell or rent tenanted offices are more concerned with the market values
they can get from sale/rental and less inclined to consider ‘cradle-to-grave’ options. Thus,
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this reinforces yet again the short-term view that is so prevalent in society, which can
consequently hamper any effort towards strong environmental sustainability.

Problems with policy implementation

We assert that the critical issues of the measurement problem, ethical considerations and
lack of long-term view create problems of clarity in defining policy instruments to address
the environmental agenda, which, in turn, translates to difficulties in policy implementa-
tions. In the construction sector, this can be seen in the contemporary low-carbon agenda.
The delivery of zero-carbon housing is one of the most recent aspirations of the UK
government in the pursuit of greater energy efficiency and the Kyoto protocol targets.'”!
The residential sector in the UK accounts for about 30% of the UK’s total carbon
emissions.'*? Boardman and colleagues observed, however, ‘Contrary to experience in
most countries, UK carbon emissions have fallen in recent years, being around a fifth lower
in 2003 than in 1970’."*% Therefore, although reduction in carbon emissions is vital,
curtailing energy consumption is more important in the formulation of UK energy policy.
After all, as Banfill and Peacock'** argued, one of the major impetuses driving public
policy and regulatory change in the UK is the security of energy sources to maintain
projected energy-intensive lifestyles, rather than genuine engagement with the carbon
agenda.'’’

Despite the boldness and laudability of the policy proposals, the reality appears once
again detached away from rhetorical aspirations. Schiller suggested that debates surround-
ing the contribution of construction towards sustainable development had hitherto been
emphatically framed around the aspects of new buildings.'*® He maintained that attention
needs to be given to the provision of urban infrastructure, which is arguably as resource-
intensive as new-built projects, if policy-making were to derive a long-term view. What
Schiller highlighted is the incompleteness of knowledge surrounding the construction
industry’s contribution to sustainable development.'*’”

There is the further issue of refurbishing and adapting the existing building
stock. Boardman and colleagues concluded, as part of the 40% house project, that there
needs to be an increase in the demolition rate to 80 000 dwellings per annum across the
UK, a rate last achieved in 1975."°® There are indeed concerns as to whether current
industry’s capacity can cope with such a scale of demolition."* Similarly, Banfill and
Peacock,'*® when critiquing the policy on zero-carbon housing, suggested that both
institutional mechanisms and the industry’s supply chain were currently inadequate to
meet the proposed targets by 2016. Lowe remained optimistically cautious: “The con-
version of the UK housebuilding industry and supply chain to one capable of delivering
160 000 to 200 000 passive houses per year by the middle of the next decade will be an
enormous task. If the UK is ultimately successful, it will have achieved more in the
next seven years than Germany, where the standard has been developed, has achieved in
the last 17°.'*!

To succeed, there needs to be political urgency and a strong will for implementation to
milestones in a set time-scale. In order to do this, there must be a degree of clarity,
transparency and prescription in public policy and legislation so that real action by
industry can be encouraged. However, far too often, the political shift towards arm’s
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length approach by government implies that methods of implementation are not always
laid out clearly. Recent experience with changes to Part L of the building regulations that
govern energy efficiency of buildings'** demonstrate this problem, and the success of
political will remains to be seen because the vagaries of performance-based building
regulations'*’ means that there is little prescriptive guidance to ensure practitioners can
act on the agenda effectively.

The challenge of altering human behaviour

And if the challenge of political will is not enough, there is the battle to change the
hearts and minds of consumers. As mentioned previously, consumption growth has
been the underlying assumption driving public policy. Arguably, this somewhat pessi-
mistic approach is due to the fact that the knowledge on current consumer
behaviour regarding the use of buildings from an energy perspective remains patchy.'**
Still, there is growth on work in this area. Wood and Newborough investigated how the use
of domestic appliances can lead to potential savings in energy.'*> Pett and Guertler
examined how people actually use energy-efficient systems installed in their homes.'*®
And ongoing work at University College London (www.bartlett.ucl.ac.uk) should shed
light on how occupant behaviour in relation to air-conditioning could impact on energy
consumption. However, these studies captured a static snapshot of consumer behaviour
through such techniques as surveys and interviews'*’ and controlled experiments.'*®
More research needs to be done to examine consumer behaviour from a holistic and
dynamic approach, and, until such evidence is available, researchers can only rehearse the
need for adjustments in taxation/incentives'*’ and the education of consumers'*” at an
abstract level.

To sum up, it is observed once again that there exists a gap between the aspirations
of preserving and enhancing the natural environment and the reality of not meeting
the strong environmental sustainability criteria. The discourse surrounding environmen-
tal sustainability is also dominated by the economic perspective. Paradoxically, the
economic focus has enabled political leaders to develop some kind of a common language
to facilitate discussions about addressing the environmental problem on a global scale. At
the same time, the economic focus also means that often the actual agenda is about
cutting the costs of energy consumption rather than more genuine concerns about climate
change and the low-carbon agenda. A recurrent theme in the literature is the
inherent tensions that arise in balancing human needs in the present and safeguarding
the natural environment for future generations to come. As a result, inaction derived
from a sense of conservatism is inevitable, given the incompleteness of knowledge about
the subject. Meeting strong environmental sustainability necessitates a response far
grander than that which can be garnered at the individual level, thus requiring yet
again an institutionally coordinated approach where cooperation is sought between
governments, corporations and communities to engender action. No intervention,
however, can be made effective without understanding how human behaviour is shaped
as society and technology use advances. At this point, it is appropriate that we now turn to
the social dimension by reviewing the social capital perspective of sustainable
development.
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Social capital: building trust and sustainable communities

In a BBC documentary entitled How We Built Britain,"" presenter David Dimbleby reveals
how the built environment, through its architecture, can inspire people in their social and
economic activities. In one episode, he recounts British philanthropy as he visits Saltaire, a
Victorian industrial village north of Bradford in West Yorkshire, UK. Saltaire was
designated as a world heritage site by UNESCO in 2001 (see www.saltaire.yorks.com).
However, its humble beginnings stemmed from the vision of its founder, Sir Titus Salt,
Mayor of Bradford in the 1850s and a businessman in the clothing industry. Titus Salt was
aware of the acute poverty that struck the Victorian working classes, and so he embarked
on a project to build, among other things, decent houses, a school, hospital and leisure
facilities in an attempt to elevate living standards for his workers. The efforts were
remarkable at a time when the struggles of the working classes were largely ignored by
fervent capitalists, and, arguably, increasing worker welfare probably led to higher
production in Salt’s mills. It is perhaps unlikely that Titus Salt labelled his achievements
in Saltaire as the creation of a sustainable community or indeed a contribution to social
capital — but this is precisely what he did!

Notwithstanding Salt’s intentions (whether altruistic or not), the development of places
like Saltaire deserves greater examination, especially given current political interest in the
sustainable communities’ agenda. For Bridger and Luloff, this renewed interest in
sustainable communities can be explained through the politics and economics of
globalisation and urban growth: ‘policy recommendations [...] and policy discussions
[...] intended to reduce sprawl and create more livable communities. Some might argue
that this shift can be explained as a manifestation of the [...] rhetoric of individual
responsibility and devolution of responsibility to the state and local level [. . .] itis arguable
that the renewed interest in the local community is one of many, often contradictory,
responses to globalization and economic restructuring [...] on the one hand, commu-
nities find themselves in fierce competition to attract mobile capital [...] on the other
hand, the political and economic processes that commodify and homogenise places have
provoked growing resistance and sparked attempts to construct alternative conceptions of
community life’.!>* Salt’s primary focus appeared to hinge on three things: a roof over
one’s head, a place for work and leisure, and opportunities for maintaining (and
developing) one’s well being. A century and a half later, these basic principles still hold
true for the development of sustainable communities.

But, far from being straightforward, the definition of sustainable communities is
fraught with problems and is continually debated by policy-makers, practitioners,
academics and communities themselves. In this section, we review some of these
definitions of what a ‘sustainable community’ encompasses. Although there are only
subtle differences between various definitions of the concept of ‘sustainable community’,
the reality of ‘doing’ sustainable communities appears to be detached from the theoretical
and policy aspirations. In part, this is because of the challenges of developing meaningful
and effective engagement and participation from the grassroots within communities.
Genuine involvement is often hindered by the top-down approach of conventional
planning systems, where government and industry professionals establish the aspects
that are deemed critical for sustaining communities. Yet, these criteria are driven largely by
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economic concerns, for instance, through the manifestation of efficiency gains in the
design, construction and use of buildings and the reduction of transaction costs associated
with contractual relationships. Once again, we stress that planning criteria are often
motivated by policy-makers’ desire to standardise measurement, and this deterministic
process ignores the democratic process that potentially places value on more intangible
aspects of human well being in the quest for attaining sustainable communities.

Definitions of sustainable communities

In theory, modern definitions of a sustainable community, and the aspirations that follow,
do not differ much. Bridger and Luloff,"** for example, suggested five dimensions of a
sustainable community including the emphasis of increasing local economic diversity, the
need for economic self-reliance, the reduction of energy use, the protection and en-
hancement of biological and environmental diversity and the commitment to social
justice. Drawing on the work of Girardet'>* and Lord Richard Rogers,'>> Doughty and
Hammond pointed to the key perspectives of ‘sustainable cities’ in terms of beauty,
accessibility, proximity, creativity, diversity, ecology and social justice.'”® Doughty and
Hammond highlighted the political impatience with the concept of sustainable cities,">”
but observed that the UK government adopted these key principles when public policy
shifted towards ‘sustainable communities’. Indeed, the then-Office of the Deputy Prime
Minister, in their manifesto to provide affordable Homes For AllL'® reiterated the
importance of sustainable communities to provide active, inclusive and safe environments
that are well-run, well-designed and built, well-connected, well-served, thriving, environ-
mentally sensitive and fair for everyone. The striking similarities of these definitions are
elaborated in Table 3.1,"*° which clearly shows how the sustainable communities’ agenda
cuts across economic, environmental and social themes. Arguably, apart from the
contemporary focus on the environment (which incidentally invokes our earlier discus-
sion on the complexities surrounding its measurement earlier), the pursuit of sustainable
communities in today’s terms bears much semblance with what philanthropists like Titus
Salt set out to do over 150 years ago.

‘Doing’ sustainable communities: challenges of ensuring community participation

Yet, the reality of ‘doing’ sustainable communities presents more challenges when
compared to ‘thinking’ in policy terms. Bridger and Luloff argued, ‘In our opinion, the
central theme behind many of the recent attempts to recapture a sense of community is
the recognition that such a task requires alternative constructions of place — symbolic,
economic, and physical constructions which reduce the alienation of people from one
another and from the environment’.'® It is precisely this reduction in alienation that the
extant literature discusses the need to involve, and seek the buy-in, from the commu-
nities concerned when developing such symbolic, economic and physical constructions
of what a sustainable community looks like. However, as Bridger and Luloff point out,
‘community studies document numerous barriers to broad involvement and the high
level of activeness envisioned by proponents of sustainable community development’.'®!
They added, ‘leadership and participation are largely limited to local elites whose interest



Table 3.1 Definitions of ‘sustainable community’

Bridger and Luloff
(2001: 462-463)

Doughty and Hammond
(2004: 1231)

ODPM (2005: 4)

“[...]there is an emphasis on
increasing local economic
diversity (p. 462)”

“[. ] virtually all definitions
stress the importance of [.. ]
economic self-reliance . . .]the
creation of local markets, local
production and processing of
previously imported goods,
greater cooperation among
local economic entities
(p. 462)”

“A Diverse City, where a broad
range of overlapping activities
create animation, inspiration
and foster a vital public life”

“A Creative City, where open
mindedness and
experimentation mobilise the
full potential of its human
resources and allows a fast
response to change”

“A Compact and Polycentric
City, which protects the
countryside, focuses, and
integrates communities within
neighbourhoods and
maximises proximity”

“Thriving: with a flourishing and
diverse local economy”

“Active, inclusive and safe: fair,
tolerant and cohesive with a
strong local culture and other
shared community activities”

“Well run: with effective and
inclusive participation,
representation and
leadership”

“Well connected: with good
transport services and
communication linking
people to jobs, schools,
health and other services

Well served: with public,
private, community and
voluntary services that are
appropriate to people's
needs and accessible to all”




Environmental “[...] reduction in energy use
coupled to the careful
management and recycling of
waste products (p. 462)”

“Sustainable communities
provide a balance between
human needs and activities
and those of other life forms

(p. 463).”

“Sustainable communities
provide for the housing and
employment needs of all
residents and they do so
without the kind of class and
race-based spatial separation
that is typical of many localities
(p. 463)”

Social justice

“A City of Easy Contact and
Mobility, where information is
exchanged both face-to-face
and electronically”

“An Ecological City, which
minimises its ecological
impact, where landscape and
the built form are balanced and
where buildings and
infrastructures are safe and
resource efficient”

“A Beautiful City, where art,
architecture, and landscape
spark the imagination and
move the spirit”

“A Just City, where justice, food,
shelter, education, health, and
hope are fairly distributed and
where all people participate in
government.”

“Well designed and built:
featuring a quality built and
natural environment”

“Environmentally sensitive:
providing places for people
to live that are considerate of
the environment”

“Fair for everyone: including
those in other communities,
now and in the future.”
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in development often has much more to do with private gain than community well-
being’.'®

Indeed, there are limits to community participation and consensus-building among
end-users in shaping sustainable communities. Evidence of good practice remains patchy,
and small-scale examples on delivering schemes with user input tend to be confined to
certain segments of public sector building.'®® In the UK, developmental work on design
quality indicators'® is intended to provide a common set of measurement criteria for
stakeholders to engage in a dialogue about design of the built environment. It is perhaps
appropriate that Whyte and Gann'®” entitled their paper Design quality indicators: work in
progress, as several authors subscribe to the view that it is extremely difficult to evaluate
design in an objective sense.'®® Exploratory work has tried to get stakeholders to self-assess
such intangibles in the school environment as calmness and security and safety when
making decisions across schemes.'®” In their conclusions, they discussed the degree of
uncertainty with regards placing a value on such intangible measures. Furthermore, there
is the question of who gets to vote on these measures from the community; the risk of
participant selection is indeed problematic.'®® Macmillan asserted that more needs to be
done by both researchers and professionals in terms of creating evidence-based design that
integrates the valuation of intangibles.'®’

Until such measures are considered, it is always easier to measure the efficiency of a
building function than it is to measure the concept of design. Similar to the discussion
above on man-made, human and natural capitals, the practice of creating sustainable
communities has a tendency to fall prey to the dominance of the economic perspective. It
is here that understanding the historical context of the development of master planning in
the UK can be useful. Giddings and Hopwood, for instance, traced this development since
the 1950s and noted the tension between the desire to engage with community participants
and the inherent expert status that is often guarded by built environment professionals:
‘sustainability relates to people, building on existing and mutually supportive activities
and encouraging residency, public places and spaces, help for the local economy and the
concept of the city as a process. Whereas master planning is generally a top-down
approach by experts, often clearing out existing activities, creating large single use areas of
private or ambiguous ownership [...] The usual strategy is to have new large master
planned complexes often for retail or leisure. However, the benefits of such actions are
questionable, especially when compared with the many costs, both the money spent on
their construction and the loss of small businesses, social networks and sense of place’.'”
Arguably, whereas the political rhetoric purports to encourage community participation
in making decisions at the local level, there is still a preference for the familiar practice of
top-down decision-making by policy-makers and professionals.

The limits of top-down engagement: trust and emancipation of the grassroots

Yet, trust for policy-makers and professionals remain increasingly dubious in modern
times. A study undertaken in Saskatchewan, Canada found that respondents tended to
place their trust on people from nearby communities the most, experts and professionals
less strongly and governments least of all.'”! If this finding were generalisable, then the
implications for the way sustainable communities are conceived and implemented by
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policy-makers would need to be examined. After all, as Coleman, who popularised the
concept of social capital, suggested, ‘Social capital [...] comes about through changes in
the relations among persons that facilitate action [. ..] for it exists in the relations among
persons. Just as physical capital and human capital facilitate productive activity, social
capital does as well. [. . .] The value of the concept of social capital lies first in the fact that it
identifies certain aspects of social structure by their functions [...] the value of these
aspects of social structure to actors as resources that they can use to achieve their
interests’.'’? Understanding trust relationships between the social actors (e.g. state,
professionals, community users) would be of utmost importance in shaping and deter-
mining the shared interest of a sustainable community (if this were a shared aspiration to
begin with).

Indeed, proponents of social capital theory suggests that building trust among social
actors would lead to a decrease in reliance on bureaucratic contracts, which, in turn, would
result in a reduction of transaction costs,'” thereby bringing greater efficiency. This
rationale is to provide the driving force for much of the partnering efforts seen in the
construction industry today. Researchers have examined the nature of trust in construc-
tion. Swan and colleagues,'”* for example, investigated key dimensions of trust in
construction, including honesty and openness, fairness and reasonableness, promise-
keeping, mutuality and reciprocity, values and ethics and reputation. Through examining
the social networks that exist in construction projects, they developed a trust inventory to
determine the social structure of trust in construction. Taking a behavioural approach,'”>
Smyth maintained that trust is an emotional concept as he went on to explain the key
emotions of pride, confidence, fear and humility in relation to the construction project
environment.'”® These studies are informative, especially at a time when there is much
discussion about a cultural change in an industry crippled by a low-trust environment.'””

However, the utopian view of greater trust leading to the abandonment of contracts and
a decrease in economic transaction costs appears to be misguided in reality. Although
the industry has seen a rise in partnering activity, its success is not as widespread as some
were led to believe. Whereas there is growing interest in the field of relational contracting,
the legal profession still earns a fortune from an industry that continually gets into dispute
over contractual terms. In fact, we have not seen the disappearance of lengthy contracts
promised by social capital theorists. Instead, recent evidence from the information systems
industry suggests that complex contracts might just go hand in hand with greater
preference for relational contracting. Through a survey of senior executives and managers,
Poppo and Zenger found that ‘managers tend to employ greater levels of relational norms
as their contracts become increasingly customized, and to employ greater contractual
complexity as they develop greater levels of relational governance’. This led them to
conclude that there is ‘a need to explore more carefully and predict more cautiously the
relationship between formal contracts and relational governance’.'”®

Similar to our arguments made about the other capitals previously, the limitation of
understanding sustainability from a social capital perspective is limited by economic
dominance. Coleman asserted, ‘the concept of social capital constitutes both an aid in
accounting for different outcomes at the level of individual actors and an aid toward
making the micro-to-macro transitions without elaborating the social structural details
through which this occurs’.!”® This assumes, once again, that it is possible to measure
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objectively the different outcomes in a disaggregated fashion. Such an economic approach
leads to the problem of reductionism, which consequently results only in partial successes
in policy formulation and implementation. In our discussion on sustainable communities,
we have shown that it is just as important to elaborate the social structural details, which is
given scant attention by theorists like Coleman, who advocates rational action theory
where ‘people are viewed as purposive agents who make rational, deliberate choices to
maximize their utility’.'*

The need to understand human behaviour is once more being emphasised, and so this
requires a deeper sociological exposition of the relationship between the changing social
structures and agents involved to fully appreciate the power of social capital in our quest
for sustainable development. In so doing, it is essential to examine how decisions on
sustainable communities are made in such a collective manner that transcends the utility
of individual agents and departs from mere abstract notions of trust and altruism. There is
again a need, therefore, for an institutionally coordinated response where the genuine
dialogue between the state, corporations and community actors is being effectivised, and
that appropriate representation and democracy are being protected in the shaping of
sustainable communities.

The measurement problem: are efforts towards sustainable development
doomed to fail?

We have attempted to sketch out the developments in the literature surrounding the key
concepts of man-made, human, natural and social capitals in the pursuit of sustainable
development based on a framework initiated by Pearce. The theoretical perspectives are
illustrated in Figure 3.2. From this salient review, a number of observations can be made.
First, there is a wealth of knowledge established on measuring the various capital
perspectives of sustainable development. So, whether it is about cross-country compar-
isons of productivity, or skills levels depicted by human capital investment, or carbon
emissions and energy consumption, or the levels of trust in social relationships, there is a
huge preoccupation with measurement. However, measurement is only as good as the
criteria chosen, and our discussion above also revealed an overwhelming lack of consensus
regarding both the criteria and the final measurements themselves. Knowledge about the
various capitals and their contribution to sustainable development remains, at best,
incomplete.

We have argued that partial knowledge is due to the dominance of the economic
approach in setting the sustainable development agenda across all four capital perspec-
tives. Although the economic approach appears to arm policy-makers with a common
language with which to discuss critical issues about the agenda, this brings about a number
of limitations. First, economic measurements tend to rely largely on the ability to place a
monetary value on some chosen criteria. The process of how such criteria are chosen, and
by whom, is relatively less articulated in the literature, and there is a need, therefore, to
research the unexplored terrain of power relations that govern such approaches.'®!
Furthermore, we have repeatedly shown that this monetary evaluation alone can be
arbitrary and lead to a level of reductionism that is often unhelpful for both policy
formulation and implementation.
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Figure 3.2 Theoretical perspectives of sustainable development in the context of the construc-
tion industry.

Moreover, the economic perspective generally views humans as rational beings, whose
sole purpose of survival is to maximise economic utility. We have seen in the preceding
sections how this translates only to partial understanding of such complex problems as
sustaining competitiveness, skills shortages, climate change and the shaping of sustainable
communities. Furthermore, such abstraction could lead to people at the grassroots feeling
disenfranchised, as we argued in the case of social capital and the formation of sustainable
communities. There is also the limitation of the economic perspective in dealing with the
age-old problem of the free-rider. As we have seen, sustainable development often involves
some level of public good, e.g. in the development of skills, the shift towards energy
conservation, and the notion of the community. The economic solution may seem
straightforward — a combination of free market mechanism and governmental interven-
tion of market failures. However, the reality lies in the complexities associated with market
failures and the issue of human behaviour in response to governmental intervention.

The extant literature across all four capitals suggests a need to consider, at the very heart,
the importance of human agency — an aspect that is unfortunately downplayed in policy-
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making and much of the economics literature. Yet, the success of any sustainable
development endeavour depends on appropriate interactions between socio-political
and economic structures, as well as human agency,'®* and the emphasis is increasingly
found at the local community level. Still, perhaps less is more in relation to the ever-
expanding realm of measurement if we were to move forward in the quest for sustainable
development. What is needed is policy formulation and implementation that accounts for
the complexities of human agency and a deeper understanding of how these eventually
shape institutional structures (and vice versa). We have largely attempted to present both
the economic and sociological perspectives to the four capitals — these two perspectives
often talk at each other (often to their backs). Integration of these perspectives is necessary
to understand the complex interrelationships between the four capitals presented here.

The following sums up the dynamics of sustainable development neatly: ‘From a system
dynamics point of view, they can be considered to be independent but coupled non-linear
self-organising systems. Sustainability refers to the conditions for maintaining their self-
organisation processes, and investment to the measures that can be taken to strengthen the
resilience and viability of the systems. Consequently, the “currency” of investment cannot
be money in all cases, but has to correspond to the system characteristics. In this context,
the question of weak or strong sustainability based on substitution possibilities turns out
to be more of a methodological artefact of economics, resulting from single factor analysis
instead of a multi-criteria approach necessary for sustainable development’.'®’

Closing thoughts

Intellectually, debates surrounding the concept of sustainable development have gained
maturity ever since the term entered into policy-making discourse in the 1980s. Sophis-
ticated models have been developed in an attempt to explain the multiple facets of
sustainable development through the theoretical lens of economics, sociology and
ecology. Knowledge, however, remains incomplete in terms of affording a holistic
understanding of what sustainable development entails. This is in part due to the
complexities associated with the dynamics of the interrelated dimensions of man-made,
social, human and natural capitals, and also because the definition of such aloaded term as
‘sustainability’ is bound to remain forever contentious. Furthermore, theoretical devel-
opments to examine the various aspects, both singularly and their dynamic intersections,
demands the mobilisation of considerable amounts of time and financial resources. Still,
progress made in the theoretical understanding of sustainable development is necessary
for incrementally transforming societal attitudes, behaviours and actions towards a more
sustainable future.

Yet, there is still a disconnection between the aspirations of the sustainable development
agenda and the reality of achieving this at the grassroots. Arguably, the lack of consensus
on the definition of ‘sustainability’ does little to help offer guidance as to how this may be
addressed in practice. Because of the existence of multiple definitions, the emphasis for
policy-makers centres on refining methods of measuring sustainable development rather
than its implementation. Furthermore, much measurement work focuses heavily on the
quantifiable, thereby reinforcing the economic perspective that has hitherto dominated
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the sustainable development agenda at the expense of holistically constructing a more
socially and environmentally just world. Consequently, this creates further disincentives
for practitioners to properly engage with the agenda.

The lack of holism is certainly evident in our leading thinkers’ responses. The chasm
between academic thinking and practitioner actions on the sustainable development
agenda cannot be over-emphasised. At times, the desire of academic researchers to seek
the Holy Grail of resolving the conflicts between multiple facets of sustainable development
can create tensions with the practitioners’ survival instincts that elevate the economic
imperative above human, social and environmental considerations. Pragmatically, as
demonstrated by our leading thinkers, practitioners often approach the sustainable
development agenda by focusing on pet passions (often framed in terms of single issues).
This, however, is not to say that practitioners are not concerned with the sustainable
development of the wider society. Rhetorically, our leading thinkers have alluded to the
grand aim of the sustainable development agenda: that this must first and foremost
consider the needs of and impacts on people in communities! However, in operationali