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In this mini-series, we explore
some of the key issues facing the
construction sector, combining
new data and expert insights to
paint a picture of the scale of these
challenges, before looking at ways they
can be resolved. First up: Productivity.

‘Productivity has long been a
colossal challenge for the
construction industry’.

Speaking about the government’s infrastructure ambitions in
May 2021, IPA Chief Nick Smallwood said a 40% improvement in
productivity would be needed to build its £600bn pipeline. That’s a
pretty hefty uplift. Indeed, where other sectors seem to make large
gains each year when it comes to productivity output, construction
tends to be slow in comparison. Unfortunately, ongoing materials
shortages, skills shortages and pandemic restrictions look to amplify
the issue further in the short to medium term.

However, it’s not all bad news, with the
end of the pandemic being hailed by many
as an opportunity to transform the sector
and change how it operates for good,
including the adoption of new technologies
to increase productivity. In March this year,
Homes England announced the details
of its new MMC research programme, set
to create around 1800 homes as part of
the government’s objective to improve
construction productivity. More recently,
in July it was announced that Ilke Homes
is set to deliver the UK’s largest low rise
modular housing scheme in Nottingham.
These are just a couple of many schemes
and initiatives in place to try and improve
efficiencies across the sector, and we expect
to see more put in place, both publicly and
privately, over the coming years.

As a topic so widely debated, we recently
asked 250 decision makers in the
construction sector (including contractors,
project managers, procurement teams,
asset managers, consultants and architects)
for their thoughts around productivity,
including their challenges in achieving better
productivity and what they believe needs to
change in order to do so. We then put these
findings to a panel of contractors, architects
and consultants, including Morgan Sindall,
Bond Bryan, Corstorphine and Wright,
Faithful+Gould, Caddick Construction and
echelon Consultancy to get their take.
Here’s what they said:

250

decision makers in the
construction sector were
asked for their thoughts
around productivity.

Etex inspiring ways of living
The Etex experts series #1: Productivity

3

The productivity
landscape

Main
challenges

The top three challenges identified by research
respondents that are stopping the construction sector
from being more productive were identified as:

More than half of the 250 research respondents
believe that the construction industry is less
productive than most other sectors.

57%

1

Only 14% believe the construction industry
is more productive. The difference was the
‘neither agree nor disagree’ response.

14%

A lack of collaboration
across the supply chain

35%

2

Pressure to
build quickly

34%

When pressed on this, half said that they felt the construction
industry is actually getting less productive.
This view was most common among asset managers 72%,
procurement 69% and architects 60%.

3

A shortage of
appropriate skills

32%

Only 15% of respondents disagreed with this statement.

 .B – percentages denote the percentage of respondents
N
that included the above in their top five responses.

59%

Interestingly, more than 50% of the industry
doesn’t think that the sector’s productivity
is accurately measured.

The expert
view:
Tomasz Romaniewicz, Associate at Bond Bryan, commented: “Projects
will always have deadlines and there will always be a reason to complete
by a certain date, for example, investors need return on investment
from five years of acquisition if it’s a public sector project, and political
pressures such as the housing crisis, may impact deadlines too. However,
there is always more that the supply chain can be doing to ease pressure,
improve productivity and ensure overall project success. It’s crucial that
we utilise all of the innovative programmes that are at our disposal,
for example using MMC or BIM across the entire design process allows
more buying time, and better record keeping, which are key to avoiding
issues later down the line, in turn increasing productivity.”
Conversely, Graham Edgell, Group Procurement Director at
Morgan Sindall, said: “One of the big issues in the industry that hasn’t
been mentioned, is that there are low margins that drive a different
behaviour and a lack of continuity, which means demand planning
is difficult. As a Tier 1 there is a lack of consistency to Tier 2s and
Tier 3s in the supply chain because it becomes competitive.
So, everyone focuses on the entry price rather than the outcome.
Early engagement might be the popular ideal but it is almost impossible
in 75-80% of projects and MMC is hitting barriers everywhere, so a lot of
work needs to be done to overcome these challenges too.”
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The
solution

Concerns
by job role

The top three solutions that would make the
sector more productive were identified as:

1

Training: Better training
across the sector.

32%

Knowing that not all challenges are universal, we then
split our research sample down by job roles across
the sector to find the key productivity concern for
each. Interestingly, all but two groups of respondents
had different concerns.
Architects:

Lack of available land
Contractors:

2

New methods: Increasing the
uptake of new construction
methods (e.g. offsite, MMC, Design
for Manufacture and Assembly).

3

Collaboration: Improved
ability to share requirements,
solutions and designs between
stakeholders in the supply chain.

32%
29%

N.B – percentages denote the percentage of respondents
that included the above in their top five responses.

The expert
view:
On the collaboration element, Tom Clarke, Senior Project Manager at
Faithful+Gould, commented: “Early engagement is key to the success
of a project. The best projects I have worked on have been when project
teams are available from the outset as this allows contractors to source
long-lead items and ensure that expectations are managed closely from
the beginning, this gives everyone on the project team an understanding
of what the pressures are and what is achievable.” This is an approach
supported in the IPA Construction Playbook.
Kim Ebling, Director at Corstorphine & Wright, agreed, adding:
“It’s important to get in early doors. Too much time can be lost planning
and selecting contractors – rather than managing expectations, ensuring
deadlines are realistic and that the team can achieve what is required
for the project, so early doors collaboration is extremely important.
Look at European models, they already have early stages set in stone.
The UK needs to address its processes and streamline them to ensure
collaboration across the whole supply chain.”

A lack of skilled labourers
entering the sector
Project managers:

Building to a higher standard
to meet Government guidelines
Procurement:

Lack of available land
Consultant:

Supply confidence due
to materials shortages
Asset managers:

Supply confidence due to Brexit

“The UK needs to address its
processes and streamline them
to ensure collaboration across
the whole supply chain.”
Kim Ebling Director at Corstorphine & Wright
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Technology’s impact on
productivity (BIM and MMC)

Modern technologies have been hailed as a way
out of the productivity dilemma, so we wanted to
hear professionals’ thoughts on two of the most
widely discussed.
Firstly, we asked about BIM, and found that:

Secondly, on MMC:

53%

of respondents said that slow BIM
uptake is making the construction
sector less productive.

50%+

Over half of respondents (including 62% of
architects – who were most likely to think this)
said that increased use of MMC would make
the sector more productive.

58%

said it only makes large projects
more efficient.

53%

of all respondents also said that MMC methods
are not available at the scale required to make
the sector more productive in the short term.

58%

said that the government should have
more rigorously enforced BIM usage
to improve the sector’s productivity.

55%

said BIM helps smaller teams
to do more work.

59%

of contractors said that BIM doesn’t
make their part of the supply chain
more productive.

The expert
view:
Tomasz Romaniewicz, Associate at Bond Bryan, commented:
“We personally stopped calling BIM ‘Building Information
Modelling,’ for us, BIM stands for ‘Better Information Management.’
Often people are put off using BIM, particularly with smaller
projects where they can get good results via traditional methods
that may have less cost involved. So, for smaller housing schemes,
you can understand why people are hesitant to use it. However,
with more legislation coming in like the Future Homes Standard,
it will become very challenging for people to meet the strict
criteria without implementing BIM.”
Mathew Baxter, CEO and Founder of echelon Consultancy,
commented: “Most of my time is spent in public sector, so
whenever we offer innovative methods the question we always
get asked is: “Who else has done it?” because nobody wants to
be the first. There is a fear of innovation generally, particularly
around MMC, so there needs to be a drive from the top.
The government need to encourage its use and potentially
introduce new legislation or grant funding to subsidise some of
the expenses because it is true that clients want to do MMC, but
once they start looking at the figures it just isn’t viable.”
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The impact of
the pandemic

While we don’t want to lament on the past
18 months, it’s important to build a picture of
how changes as a result of the pandemic have
impacted the sector, before looking at how some
of the issues can be solved.

42%

All in all, 42% of respondents said
that the pandemic made it harder
to be productive.

25%

and only 25%
said it didn’t.

Architects 49%, project managers 46%, procurement 45%
and contractors 41% were the main groups to believe that
the pandemic had adversely affected their productivity.
So, what good might the sector be able to take from the
pandemic in terms of progression, and how can we come
out of the other side stronger?

The expert
view:
Kim Ebling, Director at Corstorphine & Wright, commented: “In terms
of collaboration, remote working has posed its own challenges as
it has in many other industries – when people are more difficult to
contact it can slow things down. However, over the past 18 months
the sector has had to become digital by default, which has sped
up the industry tenfold in terms of innovation, not by want but
out of necessity. There is lots of software that we had been using
for the past few years that other companies have had to adopt and
have found the value in. It will be interesting to see if this affects the
adoption of new technologies for the long-term.”
Mathew Baxter, CEO and Founder of echelon Consultancy,
commented: “I think this is a moment in time where people are
doing a bit of a reset and a rethink about how they communicate
with contractors and the supply chain and are realising that it really
is about early collaboration. We hear about lack of skills and lack of
team work constantly – and it can be quite depressing to hear as
we had similar conversations twenty years ago in the Egan Report
but clearly didn’t make the inroads we could and should have then
– but now I think we will see a lot more collaboration and teamwork
moving forward and those who do not adopt new methods, risk
being left behind.”

“Those who do not adopt new
methods, risk being left behind.”
Mathew Baxter CEO and Founder of echelon Consultancy
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Key takeaways:
powering to productivity

Our research, plus insights gathered from our panel of
industry professionals, gave us a lot to think about when
it comes to productivity and how we can make the sector
more efficient. With so much to dissect, we’ve pulled out
our key takeaways below:

1
2

8

Collaboration is key – in particular early
engagement, where possible – to ensure all
teams are aligned and everyone knows what’s
achievable. Other successful models across
Europe should be looked at for inspiration.
Post-pandemic is an opportunity to do things
differently across all systems and processes. Whether
that’s a shift to more digital models and ways of
working, or properly assessing how supply chain
or collaborations are currently operating and then
working together to make things more efficient.
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3

Despite having huge potential, MMC and offsite need
further Government profile, support and drive in order to
really make a difference. Many organisations also need to
see proof of concept in order to invest. The industry must
keep pushing and educating on this front.

4

Upcoming new legislations (such as the Future Homes
Standard) that include increased focus on record keeping
will make the requirement for the uptake of technologies
such as BIM even more necessary in order to stay compliant.

5

Upskilling is key to solving the skills shortage.
Construction firms should be prioritising this, as well as
attracting early talent, by continuing to focus on CPD and
training for those that need to catch up with propelled
changes as a result of the pandemic (i.e. digital skills).

A bit more about us

Etex is a leading manufacturer of innovative, lightweight construction materials,
specialising in drywall, passive fire protection and steel framing systems. Part of the
global Etex Group and with three leading brands under its umbrella (Siniat, Promat,
and FSi), the Building Performance division of Etex provides extensive technical
knowledge and support to its customers, alongside a comprehensive product offering.
Its ability to deliver high performance fully-tested systems combined
with the peace of mind that comes from a dedicated technical
support team has made Etex a trusted, go-to supplier in a number
of markets, including the residential, build to rent, education,
healthcare, hotel and leisure and warehousing sectors. Taking a
collaborative approach to construction, Etex is committed to building
strong relationships with clients, main contractors, sub-contractors,
distributors, merchants and architects, to ensure that their projects
run smoothly and successfully.

We hope you’ve found the insights highlighted in this report useful.
To discuss information contained within it further or comment on
the findings, please contact: melanie.davies@etexgroup.com
Or stay connected on social media: LinkedIn:
https://www.linkedin.com/company/etex-building-performance/
With special thanks to Morgan Sindall, Bond Bryan, Corstorphine
and Wright, Faithful+Gould and echelon Consultancy for taking
part and sharing their opinions on the research. Please note that
this whitepaper does not express the views of each company.
Where individuals are quoted, views represented are those of the
individual, not the company as a whole.

The brands that make up Etex Building
Performance are Siniat and Promat
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Biographies

Kim Ebling
Director at Corstorphine
& Wright Architecture

Graham Edgell
Director of Sustainability and
Procurement at Morgan Sindall

Mathew Baxter
Founder and CEO at
echelon Consultancy

Kim has worked in the residential sector for
over 20 years and has been instrumental to
successfully contributing to many significant
projects. Her expertise lies in being able to
reinvent existing buildings.

Graham joined Morgan Sindall Group plc in
August 2001. Morgan Sindall Group plc is
one of the founding partners of the Supply
Chain Sustainability School where Graham is a
Director and currently Chair of the Infrastructure
School Board and is at the forefront of
construction procurement in the UK.

Mathew Baxter founded echelon in 2005 and
has led it to become one of the most successful
procurement and asset management
consultancy businesses in the affordable
housing sector, alongside growing the wider
echelon Group.

Kim immerses herself in projects to fully
understand their unique challenges and
encourages creative and critical dialogue
to unlock the potential of a brief and site
and discover the right solutions.
Kim is also an external critic at Liverpool
School of Architecture and party to the
Aspire to Inspire School Programme. She is
also a member of Women in Social Housing.

Graham is the Director of Sustainability and
Procurement for Morgan Sindall Group plc and
is responsible for the sustainability and supply
chain strategy of the Group including materials,
plant, sub-contractors and indirect spend
with an estimated value of £2.5 billion. This
includes responsibility of over 400 framework
agreements that are targeted to deliver a
benefit to both Morgan Sindall and
its clients by delivering competitive prices,
best value and market leading differentiators.
In addition Graham spearheads Morgan
Sindall’s commitment to its supply chain by
assisting its sub-contractors and tier 2 suppliers
with commercial and best practice assistance
and support.
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He has substantial experience in the
development, procurement and delivery
of asset management projects within
the affordable housing sector, as a client,
contractor and consultant.
A creative thinker with a flair for innovation,
Mathew has a reputation for developing
innovative delivery models for the sector with
a focus on repeat business and building longlasting relationships with clients. He has also
addressed many industry events, sharing best
practice, and continues to be in demand on
the conference circuit.

Tom Clarke
Senior Project Manager – Faithful+Gould
(member of the SNC-L group)

Tomasz Romaniewicz
Associate at Bond Bryan

Tom has worked in the construction industry
in various sectors including CAT A/B
refurbishment, manufacturing, programme
management and major infrastructure
enabling works.

With over 12 years’ experience – working in
London, Berlin, Yorkshire and Birmingham
– Tomasz leads on all things Build to Rent
within Bond Bryan in a nationally-focused role.
As a specialist in regeneration projects, he
has also spent time working in Development
Management in London during the infancy days
of Build to Rent within the UK market.

Tom is typically involved in the whole project
life cycle of projects, with particular focus
on programme/schedule development
and management, always focused on the
successful delivery of projects for clients.

Through his experience of working in both client
and consultant roles, his position at Bond Bryan
has a special focus on bridging the gap between
the traditional norms of architect and developer,
with a particular skill for identifying land suitable
for BTR (both on and off market) and working
closely with investors in order to ensure that
maximum return for BTR can be attained on
sites – and also acting as lead architect on
projects. Tomasz has led Bond Bryan’s growth
within BTR throughout the midlands and the
north and more recent collaborations have
focused on acting, on behalf of private sector
institutional funders with Local Authorities, to
further expand BTR into tier 2 locations.

Tomasz sits on the RIBA Yorkshire Housing
panel – an advocacy voice for housing issues
in the Yorkshire region -and the Jewellery
Quarter Neighbourhood Forum in Birmingham.
His expertise offers an industry-leading
understanding of residential design and
placemaking around Build to Rent and Co
Living – amalgamating a design-led approach
to projects, balanced with an understanding of
planning policy, viability and what, ultimately,
makes places thrive.
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