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1.0 Summary
1.1 This report summarises the findings of a survey of 2,000 Scottish
construction employers (establishments) conducted by IFF Research on
behalf of CITB-ConstructionSkills in August and September 2003. The
broad aim of the survey was to produce robust and reliable data on the
nature and extent of recruitment difficulties, skill gaps and training activity
within construction employers. All employers other than ‘one man bands’
with no employees were included.

The Profile of Construction Employers
1.2 There are approaching 10,000 construction employers in Scotland
employing approximately 109,500 employees.

1.3 The sector is dominated by a very large number of small
establishments: over half (55%) have fewer than 5 staff, and four-fifths
(79%) employ 10 or fewer staff. However, these smaller establishments only
account for approximately a quarter of all employment. At the other end of
the scale, establishments with 50 or more staff represent only 4% of all
establishments but account for over two in five of all employment (42%).

1.4 Most establishments are single site operations (90%), and most
describe their legal status as limited companies (42%) or as sole traders
(38%). 

Recruitment and labour turnover 
1.5 Just over half of employers (53%) had recruited any staff in the last 
12 months, with a total of approximately 24,704 staff taken on. 

1.6 The likelihood of having recruitment increases with size, with
approximately one in three (35%) of those with less than 5 staff having
taken someone on in the last 12 months compared with nearly all of those
with 50 or more staff (97%). Share of total recruitment by size of employer
closely matches share of overall employment. For example, establishments
with 2 to 4 employees account for 12% of all recruitment and 13% of total
employment. Similarly the largest employers with 50 or more staff account
for 39% of all recruitment.

1.7 The same pattern of the share of recruitment matching the share of
employment is true by area. The one relatively exception is Forth Valley
LEC, where there appears to have been relatively high levels of recruitment.
This area accounted for 13% of total recruitment over the last 12 months,
but only 6% of overall employment.

1.8 The average labour turnover experienced by construction companies
in Scotland stands at 22% - meaning that, on average, employers are
seeing a change of staff equivalent to around a fifth of their workforces 
on an annual basis. Labour turnover is highest among medium-sized
companies (those with between 25 and 49 employees) and employers in
the site preparation and gas/heating/appliance fitting sub-sectors.

1.9 Employers were generally optimistic about future growth (as they
normally are when asked this question on labour market studies). Only 
3% stated that they were planning to downsize their workforce. Three 
out of five (62%) were looking to maintain their workforce at approximately
the same size, while a quarter envisage a slight increase (26%) and a small
proportion (6%) anticipate a significant increase. Expectations of
employment are highest among large employers, those in Glasgow and
Renfrewshire, and those operating in site preparation or groundwork.
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Skill-shortage vacancies
1.16 A total of 7% of construction employers reported just under 1,400
current skill-shortage vacancies (i.e. hard-to-fill vacancies resulting from a
lack of skills, qualifications or work experience among applicants). Hence
these vacancies account for three in five of all hard-to-fill vacancies (60%). 

1.17 The proportion of employers with skill-shortage vacancies increases
with size of establishment, from 4% of the smallest establishments (with
less than five employees) and 16%-17% of those at the larger end of the
spectrum (with 25 or more employees). Medium-sized companies with
between 25 and 49 employees were particularly likely to consider that their
hard-to-fill vacancies were a result of skills issues – 73% of all hard-to-fill
vacancies in this size bracket were attributed to skills, qualifications and/or
work experience shortages among applicants. 

1.18 By sector, the largest numbers of skill-shortage vacancies are found
among construction employers in the fields of general building (440
vacancies), painting/decorating (170) and roofing (110). By occupation, 
the largest number of skill-shortage vacancies are found among 
carpenters/joiners (around 275 vacancies), with comparatively large
numbers also found for painter/decorators (160), plumbers (114), 
bricklayers (113) and roofers/tilers (100). 

1.19 The skills most likely to be seen as lacking in applicants for these
positions were craft-specific skills. Nearly all (90%) of skill shortage
vacancies were felt to be a result of a lack of these trade-specific skills.
This does indicate that the recruitment problems that are being experienced
are considered to be the result of a lack of craftsmen with the necessary
hard technical skills in the market-place rather than being a result of
applicants lacking ‘soft/generic’ skills (such as communication or 
customer handling). That said, more than one skill deficiency was
mentioned in connection with two-thirds of vacancies (64%) and the 
‘other skills’ most likely to be mentioned were problem solving skills
(mentioned in connection with two-fifths of skill-shortage vacancies),
communication skills and health & safety skills/knowledge (each 
mentioned in connection with a third of vacancies). 

Skills gaps among existing workers
1.20 Approximately one in seven employers (15%) stated that they 
had at least one member of staff who they would not consider to be fully
proficient. At an overall level, a total of around 6,200 skill gaps were
reported – equivalent to 6% of the total workforce.

1.21 The proportion of employers reporting skill gaps increases steadily 
by size of establishment – this is entirely expected given the greater 
number of staff among whom skill gaps can exist. One in ten of the
smallest establishments (10%) had at least one member of staff with skill
deficiencies compared with two-fifths of those with in excess of 50 staff.
Over half of the skill deficiencies for the whole construction sector in
Scotland are found in establishments with over 50 employees (3,350 
out of the 6,200 reported for the country as a whole, representing 54%).
This is more than accounted for in terms of total employment within this
size of employer (42%).

1.22 Engineering employers (36%) and those in Dumfries and Galloway
(31%) were particularly likely to report skill gaps. However, by volume, 
the largest number of skill gaps were found in the Grampian region 
(around 1,650 employees lacked proficiency). This region accounts for
around 11% of construction employment in Scotland but experiences
almost a quarter of its skill gaps.

1.23 Although it might be felt that relatively few employers report skill gaps
(15%), where they exist they have fairly serious implications for the
business (only 30% of these employers report they have no real impact).
The most commonly cited implication of skill gaps was increased operating
costs – mentioned by 38% of employers with skill gaps. This direct cost on
the bottom line was also demonstrated by the fact that just under a fifth of
employers stated that skills gaps were causing them to lose business to
competitors (17%). Others said the quality of service was suffering – 28%
stated that they were having trouble meeting their own customer service
objectives and 26% of these employers were having difficulty meeting their
own quality standards. In other establishments the presence of skill gaps
has a ‘strangling effect’ in terms of limiting the employers capacity to move
forward – 23% were having difficulty introducing new working practices,
20% difficulties in introducing new IT and 16% delays developing new
products and services.
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1.31 Formal planning of training was relatively limited among construction
employers, with a quarter stating that they did have a training plan in place
(25%). As many as 11% expressed interest in developing such a plan with
the vast majority of these (9% of all employers) stating that they would
welcome help from CITB-ConstructionSkills in formulating a plan. This is
clearly a relatively promising avenue for CITB-ConstructionSkills.

1.32 There was also widespread willingness to receive assistance from 
or work with the CITB-ConstructionSkills in other areas such as joining 
a general or a trade-specific training group, receiving a visit from a 
CITB-ConstructionSkills training advisor, and providing work experience.
Between a third and two-fifths of employers were interested in receiving
help or helping in each of these areas. Fewer (25%) were interested in
receiving assistance on recruiting a new entrant to the construction sector.
Overall, interest was common across all size and sector of employer, 
with a tendency for there to be greater interest among larger employers.
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6.16 Among those providing off-the-job training, all types of training are
more likely to be provided by larger employers than smaller ones. The only
exception to this is in the case of craft or trade-specific training where the
proportion of employers offering training is relatively constant across 
size-bands. This probably reflects the crucial importance of skills in these
areas to the effective functioning of the business. Smaller employers are
likely to focus on getting these skills ‘right’ as a first step on their training
programme with other types of training perhaps viewed as a later step.  

6.17 The greatest variation by size of employer is seen for first aid training.
Only a quarter of employers with between 2 and 4 employees (who had
invested in off-the-job training) had provided off-job first aid training for
staff compared with three quarters (74%) of those with in excess of 50 
staff. A similar level of variation is seen in the case of induction training –
reflecting their differing likelihood to have recruited staff.

6.18 Figure 6.8 shows the different types of off-the-job training provided 
by the individual occupations who have received training.

63
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FIGURE 6.7
Types of off-the-job
training provided by size
of establishment

All 2 to 4 5 to 9 10 to 24 25 to 49 50+
Base = All providing off-the-job training 1042 215 348 247 148 74

Weighted 4177 1577 1186 637 409 367
% % % % % %

Craft / trade-specific training 72 77 73 68 68 65

Health, safety and welfare training 69 59 71 74 84 85

Training on new equipment 45 39 45 46 54 59

First aid training 39 26 39 41 51 74

Induction training 33 25 31 34 44 66

IT training 20 12 16 20 32 55

Supervisory training 13 6 7 13 30 45

Management training 11 4 6 13 22 46

Business development training 10 3 8 12 24 33

FIGURE 6.8
Types of off-the-job
training provided by
occupation trained

All Managers Supervisors Technical staff Admin. staff Tradesmen Operatives

Base = All employers providing off-the-job 
training to each staff category 1042 408 244 137 243 810 298

Weighted 4177 1560 766 501 818 3234 985

% % % % % % %

Craft / trade-specific training 72 46 43 38 15 79 45

Health, safety and welfare training 69 73 82 71 44 66 77

Training on new equipment 45 32 40 30 27 41 50

First aid training 39 38 48 37 31 31 38

Induction training 33 33 39 32 25 30 33

IT training 20 22 14 34 60 4 3

Supervisory training 13 19 39 19 6 4 3

Management training 11 25 11 18 6 2 1

Business development training 10 19 15 14 16 1 1
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6.42 Figure 6.19 shows the proportion of employers who expressed
interest in each of these areas at overall level and by Enterprise area.

6.43 Between a third and two-fifths of employers were interested in help in
each of these areas with the exception of help in the recruitment of a new
labour market entrant that only around a quarter of employers expressed
interest in. Employers in the Highlands and Islands were more likely to
express interest in each type of assistance – considerably more so in the
case of providing work experience and joining a general training group. 

6.44 Figure 6.20 shows the variation in the levels of interest in assistance 
in each area by size of company and by main activity. Figures are shown 
as row percentages. 

6.45 It is interesting to note that the levels of interest in each type of
assistance tends to increase with size of employer. It is generally thought
that smaller employers can lack the resources to develop their workforces
on their own and hence are most likely to benefit from assistance. 
However these findings indicate that the smallest employers (with less 
than 5 employees) are likely to need more persuasion of the value of 
CITB-ConstructionSkills assistance than their larger counterparts. 

6.46 Employers in the engineering sub-sector are more likely than 
average to be interested in each area of assistance with the exception 
of recruitment of a new labour market entrant. Employers in the site
preparation and flooring sub-sectors were also more interested than
average in CITB-ConstructionSkills help in each area. 

38%
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48%

Providing work
experience

35%
35%

38%

Joining a trade-specific
training group

34%
33%

38%

Receiving a visit from  
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8.0 Contact Details

CITB-ConstructionSkills
Graeme Ogilvy
Scottish Manager
4 Edison Street
Glasgow
G52 4XN
Tel: 0141 810 3044

Hugh McCafferty
Area Manager (West)
4 Edison Street
Glasgow
G52 4XN
Tel: 0141 810 3044

Bill McCrudden
Area Manager (East)
Pritchard House
32 Inglis Green Road
Edinburgh
EH14 2ER

Sandy McGillvary
Area Manager (North)
Marr House
Northfield Industrial Estate
Inverness
IV2 3JJ

SummitSkills
Ian D Stirrat
Operations Manager (Scotland & N. Ireland)
The Walled Garden
Bush Estate
Midlothian
EH26 0SB

Tel. 0131 445 9225

SNIPEF
Duncan Wilson
2 Walker Street
Edinburgh
EH3 7LB

Tel. 0131 225 2255






