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What affect do work hours have on productivity within the construction industry?

Introduction

If asked to complete this research topic last year, as a QS in the railway industry, without a shadow of doubt I would have chosen to discuss the HS2 project. But, after being made redundant in 2021 my careers aspirations have altered, with my current focus now being to understand how organizational behaviour effects productivity and employee mental health. Therefore, allowing me to pursue a managerial role in the future.

Anyone who has worked in the construction industry, whether groundworker or office-worker, has inevitably experienced relentless pressure from Clients or higher management within their own organisation to meet un-realistic deadlines. These actions not only add to employee stress levels – as I will discuss further on in the report – but also can create a chaotic and hospital work environment. Seemingly ignoring the advice given by Egan (1998) that in order to improve the construction process, we must start by valuing our people.

The common solution to defend against these un-realistic expectations is to increase working hours to meet the demand. As a result, the construction industry accumulates a high volume of hours worked per week compared to other industries. In fact, national statistics show the construction industry works an average of “15.65%” (Office for National Statistics, 2021) more than the combined average of the other industries within the UK. 

Reflecting on personal experience, I believe there is a much greater number of hours worked in the construction industry which are not correctly recorded. Due to misconduct, from both management and operational staff, and policies and procedures not being correctly adhered too. Evidence comes from a former employee: a site agent tasked with delivering a new project alongside his live schemes. The increased workload forced the site agent to exceed his contracted working hours, despite no additional payment to his standard salary being agreed. But the monstrosity does not end there, as pressure mounted to complete the project ground operative shift durations were also increased – ignoring the Clients policy of “14 hours door-to-door” (Collier, 2012, p. 54). In fact, the need to increase resources was never disclosed to the Client. No attempt was made to recover the costs out of fear that any variations would upset the Client and possibly impact on future work-streams.

Therefore, upon completion the Client considered the project a success. Meanwhile the aftermath of the intense workload shook the construction team; low morale and no motivation from the ground operatives along with a site agent on medical leave due to work related stress. Is this really the best course of action of our industry and its employees, or could the higher levels of productivity be achieved by understanding different management strategies and procurement routes?

With this reflective journal I aim to prove that increasing working hours can have a detrimental effect on productivity, furthermore, detailing the other factors that play a crucially role in raising productivity.



Research

From my research it is evident that lowest cost tendering has a detrimental effect on the entire construction industry. Client’s need to be educated on what is actually the best value for money and put quality at the forefront of all decision making, instead of assuming that the lowest price is the best. To summarise Latham (1994, P. 45) services are reduced; minimal or no site visits and no allowances made for revisions to design when lowest cost tendering. Subsequently, Consultants, and Contractors alike, cut costs wherever possible when competitively tendering to secure potential work with the hope to claw back money though variations. To relate this back to my own experiences, there was no support for the site agent because there were no allowances had been made for additional supervision as this would have increased the total cost and possibly lost the tender. 

[bookmark: _Hlk93862295]Egan (1998) indicates that we must be replace the competitive tendering that is caused by conventional procurement with partnering and long-term relationships that promote collaborative working. Partnering, also referred to as alliancing, is a procurement strategy where a client, one or more contractors, and possibly even consultants and suppliers, combine forces under a single contract to effectively become a standalone construction team. Striving for “continuous improvement” (Egan, 1998, P. 9) throughout the project. Improvements that will not just benefit the Client and all involved with in the construction process, but more importantly improve the future life of the residents and occupiers of the structures.

Unique relationships are formed with high levels of trust and understanding between all parties when in a partnering agreement, unlike what is witnessed throughout the entire industry where Client’s construction teams effectively battle with the main contractors by use of contractual loopholes to recover losses and secure the most profit. Innovation through the collaboration of multiple organizations brings obvious productivity gains. Additionally, employees can actively engage in the construction process, instead of getting stuck in the rigmarole of separate company procedures, leading to “more satisfying roles” (Egan, 1998, P. 29). 

More satisfying job roles would seemingly equal more satisfied employees, something which the construction industry seems to be lacking. Research by Kotera, Green & Sheffield (2019) indicates that 55% of construction works suffer from mental health issues, a further 42% of these employees claim to have problems in their current workplace. When comprehended that these figures are more than double the average in the UK, its obvious that construction has some real issues.
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Mental health in construction (cont..)
Further research undertaken by the Charted Institute of Building – CIOB – follows the same trend. The studies show that “56% of construction professionals work for organisations with no policies on mental health in the workplace” (Egbu, 2019). What is more alarming is the fact that reportedly “26% of construction industry professionals” (Egbu, 2019) admitted to having thoughts of taking their own lives. Sadly, the question must be asked, how many professionals shared these dark thoughts, but were too insecure and/or ashamed to be honest about it when questioned.  Based on the shocking fact that currently “suicide kills more construction works than falls” (IGPP, 2020) – which equally and average of 1 or 2 death every working day. I would argue that there is a vast number of constructions works who have hit their mental rock bottom but for what ever reason will not speak out and seek help.

These socking statistics illustrate the need for all members in the construction process to learn the signs of stress and depression, so that help and support can be offered. I personally feel that this level of understanding is important at all levels in the construction process, not just management, as colleagues can relate on a more personal and emotion level. With that being said, management needs the knowledge and understanding on how the implement the changes so there is a minimum impact to productivity throughout the construction process. Stress, anxiety and depression account for roughly 70 million sick days per year, that is “1-fifth of all work-related illnesses” (Egbu, 2019). Aside from the expediential cost to companies to cover sick pay, this will cause clear interruptions to expected outputs. To maximize productivity all members involved in the construction process must be satisfied with their roles and positions.

You will notice these studies were undertaken pre-pandemic. To extend my research on mental health in the construction industry it would be necessary to carry out further surveys. I would be interested to see if job satisfaction has increased at all due to the flexibility that is potentially on over as a result from working from home. I would aim to recover quantitative data using the “5-point Likert scale” (Simple Psychology, 2008) on multiple surveys.
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Understanding leadership styles
With the ambition of becoming a professional it is essential to understand the different leadership styles and how, if applied correctly, they can motivate a team. Not one style is superior to the others – different styles can be adapted given the task at hand. Quoted in simple terms in an American Express article “A wise leader knows to flex from one style to another as the situation demands.” (Martinuzzi, 2021). Below I will give descriptions to each of the styles and the appropriate scenarios for use throughout a project:

1. [bookmark: _Hlk97137291]Autocratic Leader
The team leader is the primary decision maker, who believes they have more experience over the other members in the team. This style of leadership is referred to as the “command-and-control approach” (Martinuzzi, 2021). Decisions can come across as brash and leave employees disheartened. But, in certain scenarios, such as deciding methodology with an unexperienced team it would wise for the team leader to pull rank and make the decisions on their own.

2. [bookmark: _Hlk63683846]Authoritative Leader
Unlike an autocratic leader, an authoritative leader will take time to explain their process of decision making. A key attribute to this leadership style is that all members of the team feel involved. Having in-depth conversations on the decisions making process, oppose to simply giving order leaves members feeling are more enthusiastic – which leads to greater productivity.

3. Pacesetting Leader
Like an authoritative leader, a leader that has adopted this style can have a great influence on other team members motivation and enthusiasm. A pacesetter will set a high standard and can be describes as a “passionate and driven” (Martinuzzi, 2021) team leader. If other team members do not share the same passion, then there is potential for a disaster; people become overloaded, stressed, confused & eventually unproductive.
My suggestion is that it is only appropriate to use this style when working with a like-minded team that are “goal-oriented” (Sohmen, 2013, P. 4) rather than task-oriented. With a clear end goal in site, a team leader can maximize the potential of the team. Although, it should not be applied over long periods of time. Even the most enthusiastic and dedicated of workers can become overloaded!

4. Democratic Leader
I personally believe that the democratic leadership style is best suited for the general day-to-day management of a team. A democratic leader will welcome the thought of other team members before making a final decision. Once the decision has been agreed on by all, the team leader will outline the main objectives, then team members are given the freedom work in their own manner and prioritize their workload accordingly. Not only does this make the team feel involved, but on a more emotional level they feel valued and trusted.
Although, as detailed by Netscher (2017) there is the potential for complacency, ethical issues and quality of work to decrease as a direct impact of giving team members to much freedom. Granted, this is not the usually the case, but certain members may abuse their privileges. My suggestion to combat this would be for the leader to hold weekly one-to-one meetings with each member of team. The individuals would still manage their own workload and the team leader can assess if the workload is being managed correctly and offer assistant where needed.

5. Coaching Leader
Instead of simply barking orders and expecting people to understand – as an autocratic leader would – a leader using this style has confidences within their group. The goal is to inspire the team, engaging with the members on an individual level. For a team to work efficiently using this style, the leader must have a good understanding of emotional intelligence to avoid personality clashes. 
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Description automatically generated]A helpful tool that can be used for team members is the “DiSC Profile created by Dr William Moulton Marston” (DiSC Profile, 2020). The result from the test can give an indication of personality traits – a good team what have a balance of each. My results are adjacent for reference.(123Test, 2022)
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Understanding leadership styles (cont..)

6. Affiliative Leader
This style is unique and varies drastically from the others as the “emotional needs of individuals within the team” (Martinuzzi, 2019) are put before the companies’ objectives.  Until recently, companies only concerns were for materials needs – ensuring employees were paid to keep them feed and clothed. It is becoming increasingly important for companies to consider their employees spiritual needs due to the increasing faster past of modern life.
To apply this style the leader must have a clear understanding of “Maslow's Hierarchy of Needs” (McLeod, 2020). Maslow’s hierarchy explains that human beings have two sets of needs – material & spiritual. For team members to reach full potential both needs must be fulfilled. 




7. Laissez-faire Leader
Finally, we have the laissez-faire leader, which honestly, I do not think is worth much discussion. When compared to all other leadership style, this style involves the least amount of oversight, decisions can be made without the leader being aware. Taking that into consideration the only time I personally see fit to use this style would be when working in a highly experienced team. Even then, I would not use this style exclusively, I would integrate with the democratic styles – possibly the pacesetting style also depending on the end objective. A leader should always keep tabs on their projects on the emotional state of their team members.
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