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Introduction 
 
As part of the Sector Skills Council for Construction, ConstructionSkills has the responsibility 
to ensure that the construction industry has the fully trained and skilled workforce that it 
needs. 
 
ConstructionSkills’ Sector Skills Agreement (2005) summarises the construction industry’s 
skill needs, and the extent to which current training meets these needs.  It identifies gaps 
and weaknesses in the current system, and sets out the actions that need to be taken with 
key partners and stakeholders in order to meet the challenges of improving performance and 
productivity. 
 
The priorities can be grouped under three skills challenges: 

• To improve the business performance of construction companies, particularly the 95% 
that employ fewer than five people. 

 
• To improve the recruitment and retention of well-trained and qualified new entrants by 

creating a positive image of the industry and providing well-structured progression 
pathways into and through it. 

 
• To achieve a fully qualified workforce at all stages of the construction process and 

throughout the supply chain. 
 
This year ConstructionSkills has expanded the scope of its training research to incorporate 
data from the Higher Education Statistics Agency (HESA) on the number of starters onto 
built environment degree courses, in addition to vocational training data collected by the long 
running annual Trainee Numbers Survey.  This now provides a complete picture of training 
in the built environment by presenting data from both further and higher education across 
Great Britain.  To reflect these changes the report has been renamed Training and the 
Built Environment Report.  
 
The main sections of the report are: 
 
Section 1: Trainee Numbers Survey 2006/2007 presents the data collected from colleges, 
private training providers and construction industry training centres across Great Britain.  
These include those coming through ConstructionSkills’ own managing agency and those 
entering other formal certificated training at craft and technical level. 
 
Section 2: Forecasted Demand for Craft and Technical Construction Training 
2007–2011 analyses this training data alongside the projected demand for skilled 
construction workers over the forecast period 2007–20111, in order to assess the adequacy 
of current training provision in terms of quantity. 
 
Section 3: Construction Training Capacity 2006/2007 summarises the findings of the 
capacity questions from the Trainee Numbers Survey, which aimed to discover the total 
capacity for craft and technical construction training that is currently available. 
 
Section 4: Higher Education in the Built Environment presents data from HESA on 
student enrolments on built environment degree courses in the academic year 2005/2006 in 
addition to information on the destination of graduates who obtained a first degree in the 
built environment during 2005/2006. 

                                                 
1 Blueprint for UK Construction Skills 2007-2011 
http://www.constructionskills.net/pdf/research/outputs/UK LMI.pdf
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Summary 
 

 First-year intake in 2006/2007 stands at just over 41,000. This represents a decrease on 
previous year’s figures (12%). 

 
 The composition of the top five occupations in terms of absolute numbers of starters are 

wood trades, bricklayers, technical occupations, painters and plant operatives – similar 
to last year. 

 
 Half of all first-year trainees are undertaking an S/NVQ Level 2 or Intermediate 

Construction Award. 
 

 Yorkshire and Humber has more starters than the other 10 regions/devolved 
administrations. 

 
 Just over half of all first-year trainees undertaking craft training are work-based. 

 
 Approximately two-thirds of all S/NVQ Level 2 and Level 3 starters are following an 

apprenticeship programme. 
 

 The breakdown of first-year intake by age shows slightly more trainees aged under 18 
years (56%), which has reversed the trend since 1999/2000. 

 
 There are 1,259 female starters (3% of total). 

 
 Ethnic minority starters account for 6% of the total, but there are strong geographical 

variations – rising to 43% in London. 
 

 Across all construction courses there were 30% more applicants than starters – which 
equates to an average of just over 1.3 applicants for every available place. 

 
 Plastering and dry lining were the most oversubscribed courses, while specialist building 

courses were the least oversubscribed. 
 

 Courses at S/NVQ Level 1 are the most oversubscribed, while S/NVQ Level 3 are the 
least oversubscribed, this is unchanged from last year. 

 
 There is considerable regional variation in the availability of work placements for trainees 

on Construction Awards 
 

 Predicted demand compared to the amount of training taking place shows that the main 
construction trades are relatively well catered for. However, there are too few trainees to 
meet demand amongst the majority of specialist building and civil engineering trades. 

 
 The number of students starting first degrees in the built environment increased to 

13,260 in the academic year 2005/2006. 
 

 Two-thirds of built environment graduates entered full-time work (including self-
employment) during the first six months after graduation.  Their occupation mapping 
closely to the subject of study. 
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Section 1: Trainee Numbers Survey 2006/2007 
 
The national picture 
 
The number of first-year trainees has decreased this year representing a significant reversal 
in the trend over recent years.  Chart 1 depicts the number of first-year trainees over a 
sixteen-year period (1990–2006) and illustrates how, following a period of sustained growth, 
the numbers have fallen to a level comparable to the early 2000s. 
 
Chart 1 – Numbers of first-year trainees 1990–2006 (Great Britain: All occupations) 
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Note: Due to changes made to data collection during 2004/2005, the total first-year intake displayed in the chart 
for years 1999 onwards does not include trainees undertaking a mechanical engineering course.  
 
It is too early to state with any certainty whether the drop in applicants is temporary or the 
start of a more long-term decline.  This decrease is explored further in Section 3: 
Construction Training Capacity 2006/2007. 
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Apprentices 
 
Overall, there are 9,693 first-year trainees following an apprenticeship programme (60% of 
the total number of S/NVQ Level 2 and Level 3 trainees). Of the total number of apprentices, 
7,677 (79%) are undertaking a Level 2 qualification with the remaining 2,016 (21%) on a 
Level 3. However, as a proportion of the combined total number of starters undertaking each 
level (16,148) the number of apprentices account for 61% and 57% respectively. 
 
Chart 6 shows the split by area between those following an apprenticeship programme at 
both Level 2 and Level 3. This highlights that the North West has both the largest proportion 
of first-year trainees following an apprenticeship programme, with 90% on both Level 2 and 
Level 3 and the largest absolute number of apprentices (1,629), who account for 17% of the 
total number of apprentices. 
 
Chart 6 – Proportion of first-year trainees following an apprenticeship programme by area 
2006/2007 (Total of S/NVQ Level 2 and Level 3) 
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Note: Chart 6 only refers to qualifications which are available at S/NVQ Level 2 and Level 3. 
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Analysis by occupation shows that nearly three-quarters (73%) of plasterers and dry liners 
are following an apprenticeship programme compared to only 6% of specialist building 
operatives (see Chart 7). 
 
Chart 7 – Proportion of first-year trainees following an apprenticeship programme by 
occupation 2006/2007 (Total of S/NVQ Level 2 and Level 3) 
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Note: Chart 7 only refers to qualifications that are available at both S/NVQ Level 2 and Level 3. 
 
The occupation with the largest absolute number of apprentices is wood trades (4,654), as 
would be expected given their dominance of the training figures (see Table 2). Overall, they 
account for 67% of the total number of first-year trainees undertaking a wood trade 
occupation (Level 2 and Level 3), and 43% of the total number of apprentices. 
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Analysis split between craft (S/NVQ Levels 1 to 3) and technical qualification levels 
highlighted that female starters were far more likely to be studying for a technical 
qualification – 11% of all technical trainees, compared to only 2% of all craft trainees, are 
female.  However, within the craft occupations as a proportion of the total number of starters 
by occupation, females were just as inclined towards painting and decorating courses (11%). 
These findings are consistent with the representation of females in the construction 
workforce. The Labour Force Survey (Spring 2007) shows that employment by occupation 
data illustrates that painting and decorating is the craft trade which has the highest 
representation of women (3%)5. 
 
Ethnic minorities 
The number of first-year trainees who are from an ethnic minority stands at 2,661 in 
2006/2007 or 6% of the total, higher than their representation within the construction 
workforce where they currently account for 4% of manual trades in Great Britain.   
 
Chart 12 – Ethnic minority first-year trainees as a proportion of all first-year trainees  
1999-2006 (Great Britain) 
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As with the number of female starters, London also has the highest proportion of ethnic 
minority starters.  In fact, as Chart 13 shows, there is a large disparity between the share of 
ethnic minority first-year trainees in London compared to those in the other areas across 
Great Britain. As a proportion of all first-year trainees in London, those from an ethnic 
minority account for 43%, which is much higher than the other areas, where ethnic minority 
starters account for less than 10%. This has been a consistent trend over the past four 
years, as shown in Chart 13. 

                                                 
5 Labour Force Survey, Spring 2007 (SIC 45) Great Britain 
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Chart 14 – Average annual requirement for main construction trades (2007-2011) and 
expected successful learner outcomes (Construction Awards and S/NVQs) from the 2006/07 
trainee intake.  (Great Britain) 
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Source: Construction Skills Network Model 2007; ConstructionSkills Trainee Numbers Survey 2006/2007; 
Learning and Skills Council 
  
The above graph compares the average annual requirement for skilled workers in the main 
trades, against the expected number of successful completers from the 2006/07 intake of 
trainees.  The results show that, whilst there are expected to be sufficient bricklayers and 
plasterers leaving training providers, there will be a shortfall of some 30% in wood trades 
and 57% amongst painters and decorators that will need to be made up from elsewhere. 
 
Another concern is the fact that trainees are not necessarily studying courses appropriate to 
the industry’s skills demands.  Twenty-five percent of new entrants training in the main 
construction trades are studying at Level 1, and whilst offering a useful entry into training, 
this does not in itself provide sufficient depth of experience to allow a new entrant or 
apprentice to work competently in the industry. Just under half (48%) of first-year trainees 
are studying for Construction Awards, which, unlike vocational qualifications, do not provide 
the work experience that is essential for a career in construction.  
 
The main construction trades account for approximately 71% of all training in the manual 
trades. Specialist builders and civil engineers between them account for around 17% of 
training, and as Chart 15 shows, many of these occupations are training too few people to 
meet the demand for skilled workers. 
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Section 3: Construction Training Capacity 2006/2007 
 
So far this research has shown a slight shortfall in the amount of training taking place in the 
main trades, and a much greater shortfall in the provision of specialist and civil engineering 
training.  This raises the question of whether there is any spare capacity within the Further 
Education system to train extra people to meet this shortfall in supply. 
 
This section summarises the findings of the capacity questions from the Trainee Numbers 
Survey. The results are based upon the responses of 165 training and Higher Education 
providers across Great Britain and applied to the overall results from the main survey. 
 
 
Capacity by course 
 
Table 7 shows that there were over 54,000 applicants for the approximately 41,300 places 
on construction courses, or 1.3 applicants for every place.  This is lower than the 1.4 
applicants per place recorded in 2005/06, and represents a decline in the number of 
applicants of 18.5%. 
 
It is too early to state with any certainty whether the drop in applicants is temporary or the 
start of a more long-term decline.  One indicator may be that despite falls in the numbers of 
applicants and starters, the number of construction awards increased slightly this year 
compared to 2005/06.  If this indicates an unwillingness of employers to take on apprentices, 
then we may be witnessing the start of a long term fall in the amount of construction training 
over the coming years. 
 
This general decline has not affected the main construction trades significantly, where the 
number of applicants and starters are broadly similar to 2005/06 at 40,207 and 29,344 
respectively. 
 
The number of applicants for civil engineering places has dropped considerably this year 
when compared to 2005/06, although much of this decline is in scaffolding courses.   
 
Specialist building courses are once again the least oversubscribed of all construction 
courses – suggesting that the shortfall in supply here is at least partly due to a lack of 
interest amongst young people in these occupations. 
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Capacity by level of qualification 
 
Chart 16 shows the number of applicants and starters to construction courses in Great 
Britain by level of qualification.  Courses at S/NVQ Level 1 are proportionally the most 
oversubscribed, while those at S/NVQ Level 3 are the least oversubscribed. 
 
Chart 16 – Training capacity by level of qualification 2006/2007 (Great Britain) 

 
0 2,000 4,000 6,000 8,000 10,000 12,000 14,000 16,000 18,000

Technicians

S/NVQ 3

S/NVQ 2

S/NVQ 1

Other Construction Awards

Foundation Construction Awards

Starts
Applicants

1.4
  (1.4)

1.4 (1.4)

1 5
 
(2.0)

1.2 (1.4)

1.0
 
(1.0)

1 2
 
(1.3)

Applicants per starter 2006/07
  (2005/06)

Figures in brackets show 2005/06 figure 

 
Around 8% of all applicants and 7% of all starters on construction courses were at S/NVQ 
Level 1.  While this can be a useful entry point into construction training for some 
candidates, it is not considered by industry to represent sufficient competence to operate on 
site.  It is of concern to note, therefore, that Level 1 courses were the most oversubscribed of 
any level with 1.5 applicants for every place. 
 
The majority of applicants (28%) and starters (30%) were to S/NVQ Level 2 courses, the 
minimum level of competence for working in the industry.  The shortfall in places at this level 
was in the order of 20%, while Level 3 courses were the least oversubscribed with more or 
less equal numbers of applicants and starters. 
 
Nearly half of all applicants (46%) and starters (42%) were on Construction Award courses 
(Foundation, Intermediate, and Advance).  As already mentioned these lack the practical 
work experience of an S/NVQ and so can only offer at best a route into employment rather 
than full competence to work in the industry.  To this end Programme-Led Apprenticeships 
were designed to provide the work experience that trainees need to achieve a full 
apprenticeship and complete their training (see page 23: Work experience placements). 
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The representation of both females and students from ethnic minorities is higher at degree 
level than it is at craft and technical training (see Section 1).  The Trainee Numbers Survey 
reports that 3% of craft and technical trainees are female and 6% are from an ethnic 
minority, compared to 25% and 15% respectively at degree level.  In regard to females, the 
evidence suggests that their proportion increases in-line with the level of qualification – rising 
from 2% of craft trainees to 11% of technical students culminating in 25% of undergraduates. 
 
Destinations of leavers from built environment degree courses 
 
HESA also collects data on the destination of leavers from higher education.  The following 
looks at graduates who obtained a first degree in the built environment during the academic 
year 2005/06. 
 
Two-thirds (66%) entered full-time paid work (including self-employment) during the first six 
months after graduation.  A further 15% were combining work with further study whilst 9% 
progressed to further study only. 
 
The occupation of those entering work mapped closely to the subject of study for graduates 
of Architecture, Civil Engineering and Building degrees. 
 
The situation for graduates from Landscape Design and Planning (urban, rural and regional) 
degrees was slightly different.  Landscape Designers were just as likely to find work outside 
the construction sector (39%) than within it, with 35% beginning work as Landscape 
Architects.  Whereas Planning graduates were the most likely (44%) to start work in another 
sector.  A much smaller proportion started work within the construction industry as either 
Town Planners (11%) or General Practice Surveyors (10%). 
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Conclusion 
 

This report compares the amount of training currently taking place with the predicted 
demand for the different construction occupations in both the main and specialist trades. In 
terms of the actual number of people starting training, the four main construction trades of 
bricklaying, woodworking, painting and plastering are not suffering from an impending skills 
shortage. Our forecasting models show an annual requirement of 22,000 people into these 
trades, and the annual in-take from training alone is 29,000 – although not all these will 
necessarily work in construction or complete their courses.  

The same data when applied to the specialist and civil engineering trades does indicate that 
some UK-wide skills shortages are starting to develop among certain occupations. The 
picture is different depending on the nature of construction demand and training supply in 
each region, but the main reasons behind the shortfall are usually the same: availability of 
provision, cost of provision, and a time lag in developing new courses to meet the industry’s 
changing needs. 

The solution to any potential shortfall in training provision does not lie wholly in recruiting 
more new entrants, as it is unlikely that colleges could cope with any large increase. Instead, 
it will be important to ensure that the training that is available is fit for purpose and meets the 
needs of employers, thereby encouraging more employers to provide work experience 
places and to offer project-based or private training to their existing workforce.   

Skills gaps 
A major cause for concern is that students are not necessarily studying courses appropriate 
to the industry’s skills demands.  This may lead to associated skills gaps in the future.  The 
data shows that around 60% of starters are studying at S/NVQ Level 2 or above – a level 
that is widely accepted to be the industry standard for new entrants. However, 26% are 
studying at Level 1, which, whilst offering a useful entry into training, does not in itself 
provide sufficient depth of experience to allow a new entrant or apprentice to work 
competently in the industry. In addition, of the starters undertaking craft training, half (52%) 
are studying for Construction Awards, which do not provide the work experience that is 
essential for a career in construction.  

Short- and long-term training consequences of skills gaps 

It is possible for firms to have no apparent, short-term problems with respect to skills gaps or 
shortages, whilst the industry stores up long-term skills problems for the future. Long-term 
problems can accrue because the trend for newly qualified workers adding to the overall 
stock is insufficient to sustain the level of human capital that is actually required to prevent 
skills shortages in the future.  

The key to combating skills gaps is to address the quality, level and relevance of the training 
being received by both the new and experienced workforce. At present there are too many 
non-certificated training courses that do not meet the needs of employers, apprentices, or 
the existing workforce. ConstructionSkills’ key initiative in this regard is the development of 
the Construction Qualifications Strategy (CQS). The development and implementation of the 
CQS will ensure a well-planned and structured approach to the development of fit for 
purpose qualifications. The CQS is currently reaching completion. It offers a blueprint to 
draw together a coherent set of guidelines, principles, priorities and actions to avoid skills 
gaps in the future.   
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Appendix 
 
Figure 1 – First-year trainees by geographical area 2006/2007 (Great Britain) 
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Figure 2 – Forecasted annual average requirement for skilled workers by geographical area 
2007-2011 (Great Britain) 
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Figure 3 – Applicants to construction courses by geographical area 2006/2007 (Great 
Britain) 

 

Training and the Built Environment Report 2007 31 
 


