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WHY DOES ANYONE WANT TO WORK IN THE UK 
CONSTRUCTION INDUSTRY? 

Tara Brooks1 and Stephen McIlwaine 

School of the Natural and Built Environment, Queen's University, Belfast Elmwood Avenue, Belfast, 
BT7 1NN, UK 

Construction operatives in the United Kingdom work in conditions which are often 
dangerous, exposed to poor environmental conditions, and subject to unpredictable 
employment prospects.  Entry to the UK construction workforce is falling.  Uptake of 
construction apprenticeships is low, as young people choose to work in industries that 
are more secure, better paid and where they can work in more forgiving 
environmental conditions.  This prompts the questions: why does anyone want to go 
into the construction industry in the first place? What factors influence their choice, 
and what are the activities that give those in construction most job satisfaction? This 
research aims to answer these questions.  Twenty-five interviews with construction 
operatives were undertaken, transcribed and analysed using thematic analysis with 
qualitative analysis software.  The findings show that the respondents joined the 
construction industry through a combination of family ties and personal connections 
to the industry, an interest in making things and chance.  The respondents enjoy the 
varied nature of their work, the challenge of solving complex programming and 
coordination problems, and many cite that they enjoy constantly learning on the job.  
The experience of handing over a completed building and observing the community 
benefit that a facility can bring was often cited as a source of great satisfaction.  Role 
models are important to encourage the next generation of construction workers to 
enter the industry.  The findings will equip those tasked with recruiting to the 
construction industry with information to attract new entrants to the workforce. 

Keywords: careers advice; recruitment; role models 

INTRODUCTION 
It has long been established that the construction industry in the United Kingdom 
(UK) faces a looming skills shortage, with an ageing workforce, declining numbers of 

entrants into the industry, and international competition for skilled workers 
exacerbated by Brexit.  15 years ago, the Leitch report (2006) concluded that a skills 

shortage existed across all sectors in the UK in the context of an ageing population 
and increasing global migration.  More recently, the Farmer Review (2016) predicted 

a decline of 20 - 25% in the construction labour force by 2026, and the most recent 
RICS UK Construction and Infrastructure Market Survey (2020) shows that the UK 

skills crisis across Quantity Surveyors, all trades, bricklayers, and other professionals 

persists. 
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A 2015 YouGov poll of 18 - 24-year-olds found that only 5% of respondents rated the 

construction sector as a desirable industry to work in, with only 7% agreeing that this 
sector offers good career progression (YouGov, 2015).  At graduate level, the JISC 

(2020) report ‘What do graduates do,’ cites healthcare, education, accounting, local 
government, computing, social work, law and banking as the top areas for graduate 

recruitment; construction did not feature in this list.  As for school leavers, an Institute 
for Employment Studies’ 2019 report found that 7% of young people under the age of 

25 were employed in construction, compared to 10% in manufacturing, 15% in 
banking and finance and 34% in public administration, education and health.  Clearly, 

young people are choosing to work in sectors other than construction.  Is this because 
these sectors genuinely offer better working conditions and opportunities than 

construction, or is it because they tell a better ‘story’? In 2019, the RICS suggested 
that construction was losing its appeal, quoting Martyn Evans, project director at M3 

Consulting, as saying “There is a real challenge to be overcome in terms of explaining 
to young people what is attractive about the sector.” This paper aims to help address 

this challenge. 

Factors That Influence Occupational Choice 

Parnell et al. (2019) contend that occupational decision making should be an "active, 
creative process" that should lead to the selection of an occupation that best suits the 

individual.  They suggest that this choice is influenced by internal factors including 
personal motivation, and external factors which include other people and social 

expectations.  Galvaan concluded from her 2012 ethnographic study that a person's 
occupational choice can be constrained by their environment and perceived available 

opportunity.  In a subsequent study, Galvaan (2015) suggested that the social capital 
of the possible entrant and the perceived social position of the role, may promote 

some choices and hinder access to others.  The occupational choices and assumptions 
made in a particular community link with the social processes that influence job 

choice, leading to a repeating pattern of job choice in that community.  Bentolila et al. 
(2008) suggest that lack of diversity of role models can restrict an individual's range 

of possible occupations and in turn this can embed disadvantage. 

Gibson (2004) examines the influence of the role model on career choice.  His career 

theory explores the attributes of a role model as a person that individuals observe, 
identify with, and emulate.  Identification with a role model is important - with 

perceived similarities in terms of attitudes or behaviours.  Role models have a 
desirable status that individuals want to replicate for themselves - the subjects tend to 

model their behaviour on the role model, to increase their similarity.  Gibson suggests 
that 'ideal' selves can be constructed from an amalgam of a number of different role 

models, helping people envisage their future direction.  Gibson does emphasise that 
the social comparison and identification required for a role model relationship does 

not require a physical presence, or interaction.  Ibarra (1999) suggests that people can 
'try out' different selves and test to see if they 'fit', through a relationship with a role 

model.  Role models can illustrate what a future successful professional self could 

look like (Lockwood and Kunda 1997). 

In the construction sector, Faulkner and Day (1986 p247) looked at the perceived 
social status of industry professions.  They suggested that individuals consider 

multiple facets when assessing the social status of a position in industry, and their 
possible 'fit' - including "material reward, power/authority, autonomy, knowledge and 

skills required, education/training, and value to society." More recently, Chileshe and 
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Haupt (2009) examined the factors that influenced the decision-making process 

regarding career choice for students in Australia and found that remuneration, training 

and promotion prospects and working conditions were important elements. 

Construction Industry Characteristics 

The image of construction 
The Construction 2025 strategy report (BIS, 2013) cited “perceived low image, lack of 
gender diversity, low pay and job security” as factors that were holding back 

recruitment to this sector and suggested that ‘fundamental change’ was required in the 
way the public see the industry.  Chan and Connolly (2006) discuss perceptions of the 

industry, citing research which variously refers to the disreputable image of builders, 
and talk of construction as a dirty, low skilled, low status environment.  The Farmer 

review (2016) suggested that the industry conjured images of poor health and safety, 
in an inhospitable environment that was male dominated, riddled with negative 

attitudes to those who don’t conform to the dominant stereotype, and with poor job 

security. 

Health and Safety 
Construction has a poor health and safety record; although much improvement has 

been made in recent years, a career in construction carries more risk than one in other 
sectors.  Alderson (2017) found that construction workers in the UK experience 

mental ill-health at twice the national average rate.  In 2020, the HSE found that 
construction had more fatal workplace injuries (40) than transport and storage, 

manufacturing, retail, accommodation and food, admin and support services and waste 
combined (37) (HSE, 2020).  It may not be fair to make comparisons from 2020 

where construction sites continued to operate and other sectors shut down in the face 
of the coronavirus pandemic, but these figures indicate that construction health and 

safety issues persist. 

Training in construction 
In 2016, the UK Commission for Employment and Skills found that construction had 
the third lowest percentage of trained members of the workforce (53%) compared to 

other industries (UKCES, 2016).  Construction 2025 suggests that construction 
investment in training in development is low in comparison to other sectors (BIS, 

2013).  This report suggests that the lack of investment may be linked to the high 
proportion of self-employed people, only 17% of whom had attended training in the 

past year, compared to 41% of directly employed people.  The Farmer report (2016) 
suggested that the large number of self-employed people, low industry margins and 

adversarial pricing models in construction were contributing to the lack of investment 

in skills and short-term approaches in construction, compared to other industries. 

Environmental conditions 
Martin (2017) makes the argument that the ‘construction sector’ covers a huge range 

of occupations and varieties of construction.  Some construction sites may be exposed 
to the elements, but others are not, and new methods of construction using digital and 

offsite techniques are growing in prominence.  Design (architecture and engineering) 
tends to be mostly office based and is characterised by Lippa et al. (2014) as higher 

status than site-based occupations.  However, to some, the ability to work outdoors, 

not to be ‘stuck in an office all day’ may be an attraction. 

Security of employment 
Construction is particularly vulnerable to recession - Lowe and Moroke (2010) found 

that the failure rate for construction companies during an economic downturn was 
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double that of other types of company; Tansey et al. (2017) confirmed the negative 

impact of the ‘great recession’ of 2007 on construction employment, and the greater 
job precarity in comparison to other sectors of employment.  Construction is 

characterised by high rates of self-employment (Farmer, 2016) - this peripatetic 
lifestyle which gives a great degree of freedom and control suits many workers, but 

also exposes them to fluctuating demand for their services.  Construction salaries 
fluctuate hugely, dependent on the prevailing economic climate (Tansey, et al., 2017), 

although this does mean that salaries can increase significantly during periods of high 

demand. 

Given the questions explored above, anyone working in construction education or 
recruitment must ask themselves, is it ethical to encourage young people to consider 

such a career? Can workers be satisfied with, even enjoy a career in construction? 
What factors might compensate for the environment, the risk and job insecurity? Why 

does anyone decide to enter construction in the first place? This study uses the 
analysis of 25 qualitative interviews with people who have been working in the 

construction industry for at least 5 years to examine the reasons why the interviewees 
joined the construction industry, and whether they enjoy their jobs.  

Recommendations are then made that could help halt the decline of young people 

deciding to enter construction as a career. 

METHOD 
To establish a gap in the literature, a search using Google Scholar and Scopus for the 
term ‘benefits of working in construction’ for peer reviewed papers published during 

2015 - 2021 was undertaken.  The first 8 pages of results were reviewed, and no recent 
peer reviewed academic studies examining the positive effect of working in 

construction on individual operatives could be found, even as part of a balanced 
consideration of the drawbacks and benefits, clearly demonstrating a need for research 

into this area. 

This study draws on material gathered as part of a wider research project in which 25 

interviews were undertaken with construction operatives.  These participants met the 
selection criteria - they had all worked in construction for a minimum of 5 years and 

they worked on site or managed site operations.  The sample includes 3 directors, 5 
contracts managers, 12 site managers and 5 construction quantity surveyors.  All 

interviewees, except for one woman, were white males.  To put interview participants 
at ease at the start of the broader research interview, they were each asked to talk 

about their background and route into the construction industry, and later in the 
interview they were asked whether they enjoyed their job, and if so, what aspects of 

their job they enjoyed the most.  The questions were posed during semi-structured 
interviews, with the freedom to deviate from the written interview outline with 

unscripted follow up questions.  Each interview was audio recorded (with the full, 
informed consent of the participant) and transcribed verbatim.  The transcripts were 

analysed with the aid of NVIVO software, using thematic analysis where patterns in 
the data were actively interpreted as described by Braun and Clarke (2006).  Care was 

taken to ensure that the themes generated are coherent (Braun and Clarke 2006).  
Throughout the presentation of the analysis, the voice of the interviewee has been 

referenced and extensive use has been made of anonymised direct quotes to connect 

the analysis and identified themes to the primary data. 
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FINDINGS 
Why did the respondents enter the construction industry in the first place? 
The respondents fall into three categories in terms of their response to this question.  
Many of them had close role models through family ties to construction; some did not 

want to work in an office and either enjoyed woodworking at school or studied 
construction at university, and the rest of the respondents fell into construction by 

accident, or only initially intended to work in construction for a short time.  Many 

respondents reported a mixture of these factors. 

Role Models - family connections to construction 
FS a Project Manager grew up in an environment where most people around him were 

working in construction, so this felt like a natural route, but he did actively choose the 
industry for its variety, saying that the main driver was the opportunity to come up 

with “solutions to different kinds of problems”.  EN joked when asked why he thought 
of construction “we’re Irish, are we not? That’s what we do” …but there is some truth 

to this, as there are many connections to construction in Ireland that draw young 

people into the industry. 

LH's father was a clerk of works, and when at school he found that “trades was the 
thing to do.” CL’s story portrays a picture of an enduring interest in construction from 

one generation to the next.  He tells of following his father onto site, where as a child 
he would sit on his father’s table in the site office and think “I’d love to be running a 

job like that”.  Thirty-seven years later and coming close to retirement himself, CL 
describes with pride how one of the company’s key site managers (interviewee XM) 

initially trained under him, and now his nephew has started training in the same 
company.  ED also followed his father into construction - “it just happened that I was 

out with him at a young age.” QT went from school to a construction apprenticeship 
for several reasons - he said that he thought he wasn’t smart enough for university, his 

father worked in construction for 47 years, and he actively chose the job based on the 
variety: “my intention was not to work in an office.” His son is now working in 

construction - he had been intending to go to university after his ‘A’ levels, but he 
joined his dad on site, he “didn't like the office environment and went out on the tools 

so he's been here five years now." EMD “grew up on building sites…I was playing on 
[concrete] blocks”: his father owned a building company, and he had a long-term plan 

to take over the company when his father retired, but the company went into 
liquidation once he had qualified.  Despite this, he has no regrets and has always been 

in work himself. 

Of the interviewees who didn’t have a father in construction, many had a close 

relative or friend who influenced their decision to join the industry.  EF's uncle was a 
plumber, and his mother was keen that he become a plumber, as she saw this as a 

good, steady job.  He goes on, “it was a family business and I’ve a pile of cousins are 

all plumbers.” He’s never regretted the decision “I wanted to be a plumber…I love it.”  

Didn’t want an office job, liked working with hands 
The ability to work outdoors, the creative aspects of construction, and the variety of 

work and work locations, was a big appeal for many of the interviewees.  XJ always 
wanted to be a joiner - “working with me hands, working with wood, to get 

satisfaction in what you can make”.  QE relished the idea of the challenge and variety 
that construction presented - “I liked the fact you were outside, and I liked the fact you 

could be involved in problem-solving and seeing things constructed and seeing things 
grow.” Similarly, JK knew that he did not want to work in a standard office job, so by 
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the process of elimination chose to study Civil Engineering at university.  XM studied 

woodwork at school and enjoyed it, going on to become a Master Joiner.  DG was also 
inspired by school woodwork: “I enjoyed it that much and I thought if I'm doing this 

full-time work won't be laborious; you'll go to your work and you'll enjoy your work 

and you get paid to do it.”  

Accident / chance / regrets 
TY is coming close to retirement as a Quantity Surveyor, with 53 years’ experience in 

construction.  He didn’t initially want to work in construction - he had applied, and 
was accepted, as a trainee journalist in Dublin but he “took cold feet” and “wouldn’t 

go to Dublin, because I was only seventeen and didn't want to leave home”, so he 
looked for a local job.  By chance, an ex-teacher knew of a job working in the office 

of a construction company.  He started as the “boy in the office” and the job evolved 
into a Quantity Surveying position.  Whilst the interviewee did not say that he 

regretted working in construction, he “very often” regrets not taking the journalism 

position but did qualify this saying “I did well enough on what I decided to do.” 

Some interviewees did not initially start in construction: PJ started working in a 
clothes shop, although his cousins were working in construction.  He hated it, and 

reported during the interview that when he was asked to work for a joiner, he replied, 
“I’ll do anything to get out of here” and has been happy working in construction since.  

ME originally studied agriculture, and he admitted that he was “pushed into” 
construction as this was the family business and given the choice, he’d rather be a 

farmer.  The business group also contains a farm, and he was originally only meant to 
be working in the construction side of the business 2 days a week, but this has 

snowballed into a full time, key position with a lot of responsibility. 

Several interviewees started working in construction as a ‘stop gap’ and have never 

left: ME started working in his brother’s business in the summer before going back to 
school to do ‘A’ levels and is still there 39 years later.  TS started temping for a local 

council for six weeks in property management and is still working in construction 38 
years later.  She originally wanted to work with horses and is still wistful for the life 

that might have been, but is grateful for the steady income that her ‘sensible job’ can 

give her family, as her husband is self-employed. 

Do the respondents enjoy their jobs? What do they enjoy most? 
Remarkably, every one of the 25 interviewees responded to this question positively - 

not one disliked their job.  Some, like PJ said “I love me job.  I love work,” EH said 
that “I wouldn’t do any other job now”, and ME said “I probably enjoy my work more 

than most people enjoy their work.” Each interview then probed the reasons why this 

should be the case. 

Variety 
One factor that came out strongly across the interviews was the variety that comes 

with a career in construction.  FS said that “I absolutely enjoy my job… it's so 
diverse…you are [always] working with different people.  Every job you go to is 

different; it's got its own set of problems.” PA liked the constant variety “you are 
dealing with different people as jobs vary and jobs go on, there's no two days are the 

same.” NC agrees with this perspective “it's all about the variety, every day you come 
in, something different, you never know what you are going to be doing, from day to 

day.” QT describes the unique opportunity that a career in construction can offer: “it's 
a challenge and … it's different every day.  I could honestly say - there's not many 

places you could say where you are going to be thrown a new challenge every day.” 
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Due to the project-based nature of construction, operatives find that their work 

location, their co-workers, consultants, clients and the physical product changes with 
each new job - a variety that is unparalleled in any other industry.  This changing 

nature of construction has often been presented in the literature in a negative light. 

Challenge, always keep learning 
One upside that comes with the variety inherent in construction is the idea that 
workers are never ‘done’ when it comes to learning new techniques or methods of 

construction.  As FS put it “You always learn in the construction industry, there's new 
processes, there's new products, there's new ways of doing things.” QE described how 

he enjoyed “challenging the mind, problem solving, planning,” and DG said, “Things 
is always changing within the building game and you are always learning so there's no 

question about that and the challenges are there every day.” EF acted as a mentor in 
his firm for young trainees and reported that “I always say to the young boys, every 

day is a school day - always learning” - a statement repeated in a similar format by XJ, 
CL, ED and TY.  Referring to the constant need to learn, NC said of the job “that's 

why it is interesting, you know.  There's different problems arise every day.” BD talks 
of the satisfaction that comes from mastering new challenges: “I feel kind of proud of 

myself that I was fit to do something that was hard and that I wasn't fit to do before.” 

Handover stage  
Many of the interviewees talked about the project handover stage, where the physical 
evidence of their hard work comes together, as their favourite part of the job.  PJ said, 

“I love to see the end of the project,” and FS agrees: “obviously the best part is the 
handover at the end, when the client gets the building, and they are delighted usually 

with the end project.” XM's words help to expand why he likes this stage: “if you can 
walk away and leave a good job behind you, that's job satisfaction.” He goes on to 

say, “I get the same buzz out of handover and job satisfaction in every job, regardless 
of what size.” BD talks about the sense of achievement at the end of a project “when 

you are at the very start there and it's just a hole in the ground, you are just doing 
foundations and then a year later and you've got something in front of you” and goes 

on to say “when it is all done and you are able to look back on it, then you look and 
go, 'that's brilliant looking and I done it.'” The opportunity to build a new facility from 

scratch, to create a physical asset that is a testament to the skill of the people who 
designed and built it, is not typically an opportunity available to medics, bankers, 

politicians, or lawyers. 

Value to society - community recognition 
The respondents clearly experience satisfaction when seeing the project in use; 
particularly if this project is local to where they live and they can feel validated by the 

positive feedback in their community.  PA said that the reputation of his employer in 
the community was a big factor influencing his choice to come and work for them: 

“it's important to have pride in your work, especially being local.” FV, a company 
director, talks of the impact the business can have on his community as one of his 

main motivations, saying “to complete and hand over a building that you can walk 
past every day, you can drive past every day and…maybe you look back in five years, 

ten years, twenty years and in my case some of the buildings over forty years, that is a 
building…of which we are very proud.” DG agrees with this sentiment, saying "it is 

nice to see a building completely finished and full of people and being used for what it 
was intended for.” When EMD's project won an award, he said that he loved “people 

associating you with that particular project.”  
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If the respondents won the lottery and didn’t need the money, would they still do their 
job? 
A number of the respondents laughed when asked this question, but many said that 

they would like to carry on working in construction in some form if they no longer 
needed the money.  Responses ranged from those who said they would make no 

change: “If I won the lottery, I don’t think it would change my way of going 
whatsoever” ED; QT “the honest answer is I probably would stay!” to those who 

would carry on working in construction, but under their own terms.  Of the latter 
group, QE said, “If I won the Lottery, I would love to do the same job but maybe less 

of it, concentrate maybe - if I could pick my projects that I wanted to be involved 
with, that would be ideal,” and BD said, “if I won the Lottery…I would start my own 

[construction] company.” The respondents' enjoyment of their job in construction 
corresponds with a 2014 CIC survey, where 83% of those working in the construction 

industry surveyed said that they were proud to work in the construction industry (CIC, 
2014).  This number is echoed in a Considerate Constructors survey conducted in 

2018, where 85% of those surveyed said that they would recommend construction as a 

career to young people (CCS, 2018). 

CONCLUSIONS 
The difference between the downbeat view of the construction industry from the 2015 
YouGov survey of 18 - 24-year-olds quoted in the introduction, and the CIC and 

Considerate constructors' poll of those working in the construction industry is striking.  
Only 5% of young people in the YouGov survey rated the construction sector as 

desirable to work in, but 83% of respondents in the CIC poll were proud to work in 
the construction industry.  This affirmative attitude to the industry is echoed by this 

study where the interviewees' experiences of working in the construction industry are 
overwhelmingly (but not exclusively) positive.  Key elements of the job that 

participants enjoy include; working outside, variety, the opportunity to solve problems 
and learn new skills, and creating a physical object or facility that has an impact on 

their community.  The satisfaction at handover, when they could see the results of 
their work coming together successfully, and where the value of their work to their 

community was demonstrated, was a key moment for all of the interviewees.  This 
side of construction is rarely promulgated, as scandal and problems tend to make 

better headlines.  Young people should be made aware of this positive side of a career 

in construction. 

One powerful tool to increase awareness of the industry is through the use of role 
models.  Those already working in construction should be encouraged to talk to their 

friends and relatives about their experiences in construction - good and bad.  It is 
important that potential recruits in construction get a rounded picture of the industry, 

as there is little benefit in recruiting people for whom construction would not be a 
good fit.  Moreover, Gibson (2004) found that role models do not need to interact with 

individuals to be effective.  Industry bodies should redouble their efforts to amplify 
the positive voices and stories of a diverse range of people who are working in the 

industry, to allow teenagers to imagine themselves in the position of these role models 
and 'try on' construction as a career as described by Ibarra (1999).  Widening access to 

a variety of role models beyond friendships and family members will avoid the 
narrowing of choices described by Bentolila et al. (2008) and expand the possibilities 

available to young people in their choice of occupation. 
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Clearly, there are still a lot of problems that need attention in the construction sector 

and the academic literature rightly focuses on those; however, more work is needed to 
examine the benefits of working in this sector, not least to support recruitment efforts.  

This is only a preliminary study, and the sample may not be representative.  Perhaps 
the participants work in particularly well managed organisations.  Certainly, the 

skewing of the sample towards a white, male demographic means that minority 
experiences of the industry - precisely those experiences which could illuminate some 

of the questions raised - are not represented in this study.  All participants were 
working in construction at the time of interview - those who were particularly 

unhappy in this working environment may have left construction thus will not be 
captured in this sample.  This qualitative study starts to explore some of the positive 

aspects of working in construction, but does not look at consultancy, make cross 
industry or cross sector comparisons, and does not attempt to compare job satisfaction 

across different trades or positions in the construction sector. 

The issues with the construction industry in terms of poor health and safety, poor 

mental health and working environment are well rehearsed; however, there is less 
literature exploring the positive impact that a career in construction can have on 

individuals and their communities.  Perhaps it is time that construction tells a better 

story about the opportunities and rewards that are available in careers in this sector. 
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