
Workforce Mobility and Skills in the UK Construction Sector  

Yorkshire and Humber Report 

 

September 2007 

 

 

 

 

Prepared for: 

ConstructionSkills, Foras Áiseanna Saothair (FÁS) and COI 

COI Job Number:  277046 

 

 

Prepared by: 

Susan Nicholson 
 
BMRB Social Research 
Telephone: 020 8433 4451 

Email: susan.nicholson@bmrb.co.uk

Part of BMRB Limited (British Market Research Bureau) 

BMRB/SN/45105653 

BMRB is ISO9001 accredited, and is certified as working to the requirements of MRQSA/BS7911 
market research quality standards 



Table of Contents 

1 Background, Objectives and Methodology..................................................... 1 

1.1 Introduction ................................................................................................................ 1 

1.2 Key objectives of the research................................................................................. 1 

1.3 Methodology............................................................................................................... 2 

1.3.1 Desk research ........................................................................................................ 2 

1.3.2 Sampling................................................................................................................. 2 

1.3.3 Telephone survey .................................................................................................. 3 

1.3.4 Site visits ................................................................................................................ 3 

1.3.5 Challenges.............................................................................................................. 3 

1.4 Details of sites covered in the research .................................................................. 3 

1.5 Structure of the report............................................................................................... 4 

1.6 Notes on tables .......................................................................................................... 4 

2 Management Summary ..................................................................................... 5 

2.1 The profile of the workforce...................................................................................... 5 

2.2 Qualifications and Skills ........................................................................................... 5 

2.3 Mobility........................................................................................................................ 6 

3 Profile, Work Status and Work Histories of the Construction 
Workforce.................................................................................................................. 8 

3.1 Demographic profile of the sample.......................................................................... 8 

3.2 Work status................................................................................................................. 9 

3.3 Occupational profile ................................................................................................ 11 

3.4 Years working in construction ............................................................................... 12 

3.4.1 Construction employment .................................................................................. 12 

3.4.2 Occupational switching and progression......................................................... 13 

4 Qualifications and Skills................................................................................. 14 

 i



4.1 Construction skill cards and certificates .............................................................. 14 

4.2 Construction qualifications held ............................................................................ 17 

4.3 Working towards construction qualifications....................................................... 19 

4.4 Managerial qualifications ........................................................................................ 20 

4.5 Summary of qualification and skills card status .................................................. 21 

4.6 Competence/qualification level of the construction workforce .......................... 21 

4.7 Self assessment of skill level ................................................................................. 23 

5 Mobility............................................................................................................. 26 

5.1 Worker origin............................................................................................................ 26 

5.2 Location of workplace, current and permanent residence.................................. 28 

5.3 Temporary accommodation.................................................................................... 30 

5.4 Proportion of career spent in current location ..................................................... 30 

5.5 Travel to work distances ......................................................................................... 30 

5.6 Sub-sector mobility.................................................................................................. 31 

5.7 Leaving the industry................................................................................................ 32 

 

Copyright: survey findings and deliverables are normally intended for use within the Client's organisation or its 
consultants and other associate organisations such as advertising agencies.  The client should acknowledge BMRB as 
the source of the information with wording acceptable to BMRB.  

 

 ii



1 Background, Objectives and Methodology 

1.1 Introduction 

ConstructionSkills commissioned BMRB to undertake a survey of construction workers to 
provide reliable data on the nature of the workforce in the UK and the Republic of Ireland 
(ROI) with regard to their competence/qualification levels and the extent of occupational and 
geographic mobility within the workforce. This report presents the results of the survey 
conducted in Yorkshire and Humber. 

A separate technical appendix is available which includes a full technical report and a copy of 
the questionnaire used. 

Where available, results from the 2007 survey have been compared with those from similar 
previous research conducted by IFF Research in 20041.   

1.2 Key objectives of the research 

The overall aim of the study was to provide reliable data on the nature of the construction 
workforce in regard to their competence/qualification levels and the extent of occupational 
and geographic mobility within the workforce. More specifically, the key objectives of the 
research were to examine: 

• the qualification and skill levels of the construction workforce in the UK and ROI 

• the extent to which the workforce in each region is constituted of workers originating 
or living in other parts of the UK (or further afield), and general mobility and travel to 
work issues 

• the nature of the mobile workforce/’imported’ workforce in terms of their occupations 
and their competence/qualification levels 

• the scale and extent of occupational mobility within the construction workforce to see 
how workers in construction occupations change or keep their occupations over time, 
and related to this the extent to which managers have received  training specifically to 
enhance their managerial skills 

The focus for the survey was on site-based manual occupations, thus excluding associated 
clerical and sales occupations and professions such as architects, surveyors and engineers. 

                                          

1 Comparative findings should be treated as indicative only due to key differences in the types of sites visited in 2004 
and 2007.  The profile of sites visited showing differences by size and category are included in the technical report. 
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1.3 Methodology 

The key elements of the research approach were as follows: 

1.3.1 Desk research 

Prior to undertaking primary research a period of exploratory desk-based research was 
undertaken to examine the scope of information currently available; to identify other surveys 
and consultations to ascertain what can be learnt from these, and to ensure that any 
subsequent fieldwork was relevant and informed.  The conclusions drawn from the desk 
research exercise were: 

• there are studies covering similar issues to this study, however the target 
respondents of these studies tended to be employers 

• the Labour Force Survey (LFS) is conducted among workers and covers similar 
issues as this study, however it is not specific to the construction industry 

• there is little reliable information on the mobility of workers.  The only exception is the 
LFS but it does not cover certain issues relevant to the construction workforce such 
as temporary accommodation, or where workers received training 

• the desk research confirmed the need for detailed information from construction 
workers and for more information on workforce mobility in the UK and ROI. 

A copy of the presentation summarising the desk research exercise can be found in the 
technical appendix. 

1.3.2 Sampling 

For the UK sample a list of current construction projects over £250,000 in value was drawn 
from Glenigan, an Emap service detailing current and forthcoming construction projects in the 
UK.  

From the projects identified as being eligible for inclusion in the survey (the steps taken to 
select eligible records from Glenigan are detailed in the technical report), a stratified random 
sample of 99 postcode districts (e.g. NR2) was drawn to produce a representative sample of 
locations across the UK.  For each selected district six eligible projects were identified. 
Projects were selected on the basis of value, 35% of sites with a value of less than £1 million 
and 65% of sites with a value of more than £1 million.  In 2004, the survey focused on sites 
valued at over £1 million and the sampling process aimed to ensure a mix of sites by stage of 
development (first six months, midway, last six months).  In 2007 the requirement was to also 
sample sites under £1 million, so this criterion needed to be reconsidered in that light.  The 
2004 definition of stage of development clearly assumed quite large, lengthy projects, 
appropriate for sites with minimum value of £1 million.  With the introduction of smaller sites, 
some would be completely finished in six months.  Therefore it was decided that an 
appropriate alternative definition would be to select according to value.  
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Quotas were set on the target number of sites for each region and by value. The target 
sample profile is described in the technical report. 

1.3.3 Telephone survey 

A telephone willingness stage was conducted in order to recruit construction projects selected 
from Glenigan to take part in the research. Interviewers were instructed to identify the best 
person to speak to about arranging a visit to the construction site and to collect some 
headline information about the site. Full details of the information collected and number of 
interviews achieved is included in the technical report. 

1.3.4 Site visits 

Once permission had been sought to interview at the particular site, the information was 
forwarded to a local face-to-face interviewer who contacted the site representative to arrange 
a date to visit.  Interviews with construction workers were then conducted face-to-face on site.  
Interviewing normally took place in a canteen or site office during workers’ break periods. In 
around one in ten cases interviewers were only able to visit the site if they supplied their own 
personal protective equipment.  

A selection of interviewers’ experiences of contacting and visiting sites is shown in the 
technical report. 

1.3.5 Challenges  

Given the complex nature of this research project a number of challenges arose during the life 
of the project.  Each issue is discussed in detail in the technical report. 

1.4 Details of sites covered in the research 

The survey results presented in this report are based on fieldwork conducted in the Yorkshire 
and Humber from February to July 2007. This consisted of a total of 235 face-to-face 
interviews with site based workers obtained across 23 sites. 

At the analysis stage, weighting was applied to the data to ensure each nation/region was 
represented in its correct proportions based on the relative size of the construction workforce. 
Labour Force Survey figures were used for UK regions/nations, (average profiles from the 
period October 2006 - June 2007).  Unless otherwise stated, with the exception of base totals, 
the figures in this report are based on weighted data. Weighted, Yorkshire and Humber 
accounted for approximately 8% of the UK/ROI workforce. 

Figures from the site managers interviewed at the telephone fieldwork stage indicated that 
there were 824 workers across the 23 sites. Using this figure it would appear that around 29% 
of the potential workforce took part in the research, however it should be noted that there 
were instances where on the day the site was visited many fewer workers were present than 
indicated by the site manager when first contacted. This was due to a number of factors, for 
example the site may have entered into another phase of the project by the time the 
interviewer was able to visit the site. 
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The proportion of workers interviewed varied greatly, at some sites we interviewed all workers 
present, on other sites particularly where interviewing only occurred during short break times 
only a small proportion of workers were interviewed. 

1.5 Structure of the report 

The report is structured as follows: 

Chapter 1 Background, Objectives and Methodology 

Chapter 2 Management Summary 

Chapter 3 Profile, Work Status and Work Histories of the Construction Workforce 

Chapter 4 Qualification and Skills 

Chapter 5 Mobility 

A separate technical report has been produced. 

1.6 Notes on tables 

Where respondents can give multiple responses to a question, the sum of the individual 
responses may be greater than 100 per cent. 

Also the percentages in the tables do not always sum to 100 per cent due to rounding, and 
where percentages in the text differ to the sum of percentages in the tables, this too will be 
due to rounding.  

An asterisk (∗) in a table signifies a percentage that is greater than 0 but less than 0.5. 

A dash (-) signifies a cell where data has not been included due to too small a base size. 

N/A in a table signifies where we are unable to make a comparison with previous years as 
either the question wasn’t asked or the data wasn’t available. 

With the exception of base totals the figures referred to are weighted.   

The report contains some tables showing findings based on relatively small numbers of 
respondents (less than 70).  Such low base sizes carry a greater risk of these figures being 
unrepresentative of the population in question and should, therefore, be treated as indicative 
only. Consistent with the 2004 report, only results based on 15 workers or more have been 
referenced in either tables or the text. 
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2 Management Summary 

ConstructionSkills commissioned BMRB to undertake a survey of construction workers to 
provide reliable data on the nature of the workforce in the UK and the Republic of Ireland 
(ROI) with regard to their competence/ qualification levels and the extent of occupational and 
geographic mobility within the workforce. 

The survey results presented in this summary are based on fieldwork conducted in Yorkshire 
and Humber from February to July 2007. This consisted of a total of 235 face-to-face 
interviews with construction workers obtained across 23 sites. 

This summary highlights the key findings for each of the major themes covered. Where 
available, results from the 2007 survey have been compared with those from similar previous 
research conducted by IFF Research in 20042.   

Detailed results are available in the body of the full report, and a full technical report is 
available containing full details of sampling and methodology. 

2.1 The profile of the workforce 

The profile of workers interviewed in Yorkshire and Humber is broadly similar to the UK/ROI 
profile and to the regional profile in 2004 in terms of age, gender, ethnicity, work status and 
contractual terms.  

Construction workers interviewed in the region were also broadly representative of the overall 
profile and 2004 regional profile by occupation, with all occupations represented here. 
Although small bases preclude detailed analysis by occupation, the four trades accounting for 
the majority of the sample are consistent across the different samples.  

The workforce is clearly mature, with three quarters in the industry for five or more years and 
with new entrants (no more than one years experience) making up six per cent. Over 
two-thirds of construction workers in Yorkshire and Humber began their working life in the 
industry, significantly higher than noted across the UK/ROI. Typically, those working as 
labourers and general operatives are more likely to be new to the industry while skilled 
tradesmen such as carpenter/joiners, bricklayers, plumbers and electricians account for two 
thirds of the long service group (20+ years).  

The majority of construction workers in Yorkshire and Humber began their working life in the 
industry – a higher figure than nationally – while just three in ten entered after starting work in 
another field.  

2.2 Qualifications and Skills 

The picture in Yorkshire and Humber is mixed, though broadly in line with the national picture: 

                                          

2 Comparative findings should be treated as indicative only due to key differences in the types of sites visited in 2004 
and 2007.  The profile of sites visited showing differences by size and category are included in the technical report. 
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• three-quarters of workers believe they have all the skills they require for their current 
job, although this falls to two-thirds among those with no qualification and who are not 
currently working towards a qualification 

• at the overall level, the results are encouraging, with the vast majority of the 
workforce holding some formal qualification or working towards one 

• overall, two-thirds of workers hold a skill card or certificate, in line with the UK/ROI 
average. However, not quite half the workforce holds a CSCS/ CSR certificate or card 
and, despite an increase since 2004, this is the lowest figure recorded nationally 

• three in five workers have other formal qualifications relevant to construction. This is 
significantly more than nationally and as reported in 2004. Interestingly, four in five 
workers with a qualification have either a City and Guilds or an NVQ/SVQ. While 
nationally there appears to have been a switch towards NVQs/SVQs away from City 
and Guilds, this is not apparent here, with the proportion of workers in the region with 
NVQs/SVQs trailing that recorded nationally, and vice versa 

• the region is very positively outperforming the national average in the extent to which 
workers are studying for a new qualification. This has increased threefold since 2004 
and suggests there may have been a significant push in the region to encourage 
workers to take up a course of study 

• among the one in eight workers who have supervisory or managerial duties, 
two-thirds say they have received relevant training to improve their skill in this area, 
which is higher than the UK/ROI average and is notably better than in 2004 

• one in three people indicated at least one basic skills area, such as reading, writing, 
speaking English and maths they would like to address, and broadly, one in five 
indicated each of these areas.  

Workers aged between 25 and 44 are most likely to hold a skill card/certificate and those 
aged 45+ less likely. It is particularly notable that there is little change between the proportion 
of people with qualifications aged 25–44 and 45+, suggesting that there is a point at which 
workers with no relevant qualifications will not seek them out, and by implication that if a 
worker doesn’t obtain a qualification early in their career, they are unlikely to do so later on. 
This is reflected by the general finding that the youngest age groups are most likely to believe 
they need more training and qualifications, with little demand amongst workers aged 45+ for 
construction related training. However, there is demand across the board for basic skills 
training. 

2.3 Mobility 

One challenge to delivering training to site-based workers is the relatively short period of time 
that workers stay at one site. In Yorkshire and Humber, just one in three workers expect to be 
on site for more than six months; lower than reported nationally, though better than in 2004 
when less than a quarter expected to be on site that long.  
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Yorkshire and Humber is one of several geographic areas with a highly self-contained 
workforce, three-quarters of its construction workers originate from the region, with the 
relatively small amount of inward and outward migration centring on the East Midlands. To 
reinforce this, seventy per cent of workers here said they had spent all or most of their 
construction career in the region. 

Just seven per cent of workers think it is unlikely they will be working in the industry in five 
years time. This is far outweighed by the majority who will definitely, or are very likely, to stay 
in construction. These results are very similar to the 2004 data, and, therefore, present a 
relatively stable picture in terms of intent to stay within the industry in the region.  
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The 67 respondents whose first job was not in construction were asked what their previous 
job had been. Not surprisingly, a diverse range of occupations was mentioned, and although 
this list is too diverse to be included here there is, broadly speaking, a degree of consistency 
between the types of jobs undertaken previously and the subsequent move to construction (or 
indeed which are construction jobs but in other sectors). 

Since starting their first job in construction, three-quarters (74%) of those who have had more 
than one job say they have worked in construction ‘pretty much continuously’. Of the rest, 
nine per cent have worked exclusively in construction, but had spells of being out of work, 
while 14% have dipped in and out, doing other jobs at different times. The range of these 
other occupations is diverse, from transport drivers and operatives, to metal fitters and 
machinists through to elementary service roles. 

This reflects the broad national picture in 2007, but regionally there appears to have been a 
shift to a more flexible way of working. Specifically, the 2004 survey reported that the vast 
majority (89%) had worked continuously, just two per cent had experienced spells out of work, 
and seven per cent had various other jobs.  

3.4.2 Occupational switching and progression 

An area of particular interest in the research was the extent of switching between occupations 
within construction. To this end workers were asked if they had always worked in their current 
role/occupation and if not, what their previous occupation had been. 

In Yorkshire and Humber, over half (54%) said they had always had the same trade during 
their time in the construction industry.  Again this is broadly in line with the UK/ROI overall 
(60%) but it is notably different to the 2004 data for the region which cited 80% of workers 
remaining in the same trade.  

Detailed analysis by individual occupations is limited due to small bases for many. However, it 
is notable that labourers/operatives (63%) are more likely than average to have come to their 
current position via other roles. By contrast, carpenters/joiners (35%) are less likely to have 
switched. These workers are also highlighted in the UK/ROI overall report. 

A number of other generalisations can be made, again reflecting the UK/ROI picture: 

• many workers appear to begin their construction careers in unskilled positions 
before progressing to more skilled work 

• supervisors appear to come from a wide range of occupations indicating that they 
move upwards from whatever occupation they are working in 

• labourers/general operatives and plant/machine operatives tend to work flexibly 
between the two roles. 
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4 Qualifications and Skills 

A key objective of this research was to measure the competence/ qualification levels of the 
construction workforce. A number of questions were asked to ascertain this: 

• whether any construction skill certificate or card was held and if so which and, in the 
case of CSCS and CSR cards, to what level 

• what formal qualifications relevant to the construction industry they held or were 
working towards, if any 

• those with managerial or supervisory duties were asked about any training 
specifically designed to improve their managerial or supervisory skills or knowledge. 

We also asked workers to assess their own skills, including basic skills and whether they felt 
they needed more training to do their current job. 

4.1 Construction skill cards and certificates 

There is a general move in the industry for all persons working on, or visiting construction 
sites to have a construction skill card or certificate.  Already, many sites won't let workers on 
without an appropriate card to prove their skills. And this is set to increase as the 
industry-wide deadline approaches for a fully qualified workforce by 2010. 

Overall, two-thirds (66%) of workers said they hold a skill card or certificate of some 
description. This is similar to the proportion reported for Yorkshire and Humber in 2004 (61%), 
but despite the relatively slow take-up compared with some other areas, the region’s 
performance remains in line with the national average (68%).  

Table 4.1 shows how possession of a skill card or certificate varies by key demographic 
variables: 
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5 Mobility 

A key aim of the survey is to gain an understanding of geographic mobility of construction 
workers and to try to get a measure of which regions are net ‘importers’ and which are net 
‘exporters’. Another aim is to identify which types of workers (for example, by occupation and 
competence/ qualification level) are particularly likely to be mobile. The results from this 
analysis clearly have a bearing on training planning, provision and investment. 

What constitutes a mobile worker is not straightforward. Potentially it includes those who live 
outside a region and travel in on a daily basis, those who live in temporary accommodation 
while working but whose permanent address is outside the region, those who have moved to 
the area on a semi-permanent basis, as well as those who received their construction training 
elsewhere but have now moved to the region on a permanent basis. Hence for the survey a 
number of questions were asked covering these issues. These were: 

• where respondents were from originally 

• whether they travel from their permanent address or a temporary address (and if 
temporary why they work in the current region) 

• the proportion of their time working in construction which has been on sites within the 
region where they are currently working 

• the miles they travel to get to the site each day 

• whether when they finish this site they expect to get a job which allows them to 
commute on a daily basis from their permanent address 

These areas are discussed in turn.  In the last section we also look at how long workers are 
typically based at an individual site to give some idea of the frequency of moving between 
sites.  Clearly workers may have spent their whole working life in one region and therefore 
appear relatively immobile, but if they move site frequently, providing training to these workers 
could be problematic. 

5.1 Worker origin 

Workers were asked where they were from originally. As a measure of mobility clearly this is 
very broad, since people may have moved to a region on a permanent basis and done so 
many years ago for reasons other than their work.  That said there are still some interesting 
differences between regions as far as importing and exporting workers is concerned which 
are shown in table 5.1. 
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