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[bookmark: _Toc235824760]CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION

[bookmark: _Toc235824761]1.1 Introduction
The construction industry is a major part of the UK economy and plays an important role in supporting economic growth, employment, and infrastructure development. It is responsible for delivering housing, commercial buildings, transport systems, and public facilities that are essential for society. The Construction Industry Training Board (CITB, 2024) states that the sector contributes more than £138 billion each year to the UK economy and provides employment for approximately 2.6 million people. This highlights the significance of construction as one of the country’s most valuable industries.
Although the industry makes a strong contribution to the economy, it is currently facing several ongoing challenges. One of the most significant is the shortage of labour. Labour shortages occur when the demand for skilled workers is greater than the number of workers available. In the UK construction sector, this problem has become increasingly serious due to a range of issues, including Brexit, an ageing workforce, skills gaps, and changing career preferences among younger people (Build UK, 2024).
A shortage of skilled workers can create serious difficulties for construction businesses. Without enough staff, projects may take longer to complete, labour costs can rise, and productivity levels may fall. Existing employees are often required to take on extra work, which can increase stress levels and reduce job satisfaction. According to the Chartered Institute of Building (CIOB, 2024), labour shortages are one of the biggest concerns currently affecting the industry.
Employee retention has also become a key concern for employers. When staff are under pressure for long periods, it can affect their motivation and increase the likelihood of them leaving their jobs. This can create further problems for organisations, as replacing experienced workers often takes time and money. As a result, construction businesses are under pressure not only to attract new workers but also to retain their existing workforce.
This dissertation will investigate how labour shortages influence business performance and employee retention in the UK construction industry. The study will use secondary qualitative research by reviewing academic studies, industry reports, and case studies to explore the causes of labour shortages, their effects on businesses and employees, and the strategies that may help improve workforce stability.





[bookmark: _Toc235824762]1.2 Background
Over recent years, labour shortages have become one of the biggest challenges facing the UK construction industry. Demand for housing and infrastructure continues to increase, but the supply of skilled workers has not kept up. CITB (2024) predicts that the construction industry will require over 250,000 additional workers by 2028 to meet demand. This demonstrates the growing pressure on businesses to secure a reliable workforce.
One of the main causes of this shortage is the ageing workforce. A large proportion of skilled construction workers are approaching retirement, while fewer young people are choosing careers in the industry. Build UK (2024) found that almost 25% of workers in construction are aged 50 or above, which means many may leave the workforce within the next decade. This creates concerns over losing valuable experience and practical knowledge.
Brexit has also played a major role in reducing the availability of workers. Before the UK left the European Union, construction companies often relied on migrant workers to fill important roles. Since immigration rules changed, there has been a decline in the number of EU workers in the sector, making recruitment more challenging (Office for National Statistics, 2024).
The industry is also experiencing a skills shortage. Construction work now requires both practical trade skills and knowledge of modern technologies, including digital systems and sustainable building practices (World Economic Forum, 2023). This mismatch between required skills and available skills continues to create recruitment difficulties.
The COVID-19 pandemic made the situation worse, as many workers left the industry due to uncertainty, health concerns, or career changes. Although construction activity has increased again, a large number of those workers have not returned, leaving long-term gaps in the workforce (ManpowerGroup, 2024).
Labour shortages can affect construction businesses in several ways. One major issue is delays in project completion. A lack of workers can slow down progress and make it difficult to meet deadlines. Turner and Townsend (2024) found that labour shortages continue to be one of the main reasons for delays in construction projects across the UK.
Another impact is the rise in business costs. In addition, employees who remain in the organisation may face heavier workloads, which can lead to stress and exhaustion (ACAS, 2024).
These pressures can directly affect employee retention. Workers who feel overworked or unsupported may look for opportunities elsewhere. Armstrong and Taylor (2023) explain that high staff turnover can increase recruitment costs, reduce morale, and lower productivity. In an industry where experience and specialist skills are highly important, losing employees can have a serious impact on overall business performance.

[bookmark: _Toc235824763]1.3 Research Aim
The aim of this research is to examine the impact of labour shortages on business performance and employee retention in the UK construction industry.

[bookmark: _Toc235824764]1.4 Research Objectives
The objectives of this research are:
· To identify the main reasons for labour shortages within the UK construction industry.
· To explore how labour shortages affect productivity and business performance.
· To assess the impact of labour shortages on employee satisfaction and retention.
· To investigate strategies construction companies can use to reduce workforce shortages and improve employee retention.

[bookmark: _Toc235824765]1.5 Research Questions
This study aims to answer the following questions:
1. What are the main causes of labour shortages in the UK construction industry?
2. How do labour shortages impact business performance and productivity?
3. In what ways do labour shortages affect employee satisfaction and staff retention?
4. What strategies can construction businesses introduce to reduce labour shortages and improve workforce stability?

[bookmark: _Toc235824766]1.6 Chapter Summary
This chapter has provided an overview of the research topic by explaining the importance of the construction industry in the UK and the growing issue of labour shortages. It explored the key factors contributing to this problem, including the ageing workforce, Brexit, skills shortages, and the effects of COVID-19. 
Finally, the research aim, objectives, and questions were presented to guide the study. The following chapter will review the existing literature in greater detail to examine previous findings on labour shortages and their effects on business performance and employee retention.


	
[bookmark: _Toc235824767]CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW
Labour shortages have become one of the most serious workforce challenges facing the UK construction industry. Over recent years, the issue has become more visible as businesses continue to struggle to recruit and retain enough skilled workers to meet growing demand. Labour shortages occur when the number of available workers is lower than the demand for labour within the market (OECD, 2023). In the construction sector, this problem is especially important because the industry relies heavily on skilled labour for project delivery, safety, and productivity.
The construction industry is a major contributor to the UK economy, generating over £138 billion annually and employing approximately 2.6 million people (CITB, 2024). However, despite this contribution, the sector continues to face increasing workforce pressures. Rising demand for housing, commercial developments, and infrastructure projects has increased pressure on businesses, while the number of skilled workers entering the industry has remained low.
According to CITB (2024), the UK construction industry will need an additional 251,500 workers by 2028 to meet expected demand. This demonstrates the scale of the issue and highlights why labour shortages have become a major concern.
Labour shortages can create a wide range of challenges for businesses. They can reduce productivity, delay projects, increase operating costs, and place extra pressure on existing workers. At the same time, labour shortages can affect employee satisfaction and retention, as employees may feel overworked, unsupported, or stressed.
This chapter critically reviews the existing literature on labour shortages within the UK construction industry. It explores the causes of labour shortages, their effect on business performance, the impact on employee retention, and the strategies organisations use to manage these challenges. The review also applies relevant theories to support the discussion and identifies gaps in the existing literature.

Research into labour shortages has developed significantly across different sectors, but construction remains one of the industries most affected. Existing studies focus on areas such as workforce planning, recruitment challenges, employee turnover, productivity, and skills shortages.
However, much of the literature examines these areas separately. For example, CITB (2024) focuses mainly on skills shortages and future workforce demand, while CIPD (2025) concentrates on employee wellbeing and labour market conditions.
This separation creates an important gap because labour shortages affect both organisational performance and employees at the same time.
Previous research has also focused on wider factors such as Brexit, COVID-19, and demographic changes (Build UK, 2024; ONS, 2024). While these studies explain why labour shortages have become more severe, fewer studies have explored how these factors interact together.
This literature review aims to connect these themes by examining how labour shortages affect business performance and employee retention together.

One of the most significant causes of labour shortages in construction is the ageing workforce. Build UK (2024) found that almost 25% of construction workers in the UK are aged over 50. This creates a major challenge because many experienced workers are approaching retirement.
The International Labour Organization (ILO, 2022) argues that ageing populations are reducing labour supply in physically demanding sectors. This suggests that construction is more vulnerable than many other industries.
Human Capital Theory (Becker, 1993) helps explain this issue. The theory suggests that employees build valuable knowledge and skills over time, making experienced workers important organisational assets. In construction, older workers often hold specialist practical knowledge that is difficult to replace.
The retirement of these workers creates both labour shortages and skills shortages. Another major cause is the skills gap. The World Economic Forum (2023) explains that construction has changed significantly due to technology, sustainability targets, and modern methods of construction. This means workers now need both traditional trade skills and technical knowledge.
CIOB (2024) found that many employers struggle to recruit because applicants do not have the required qualifications or experience. However, Wright and Ulrich (2022) argue that businesses also contribute to this issue by failing to invest enough in training and workforce development. This creates an important debate in the literature. Some researchers argue that education systems are failing to prepare workers, while others argue businesses are failing to train them.
Brexit has also had a major impact. Before Brexit, many UK construction companies relied heavily on EU workers. ONS (2024) shows that the number of EU workers in construction has fallen significantly since immigration rules changed. However, McGann et al. (2020) argue that Brexit was not the root cause but simply exposed existing workforce weaknesses.
Poor wages, unstable contracts, and negative industry perceptions were already discouraging workers. COVID-19 also worsened labour shortages. During the pandemic, many workers left the sector because of uncertainty, redundancy, or career changes (ManpowerGroup, 2024). Although the industry has recovered, many workers have not returned. This shows that labour shortages are caused by multiple long-term factors rather than a single event.
The literature shows that labour shortages can have serious consequences for business performance. One of the biggest impacts is project delays. Turner and Townsend (2024) found that labour shortages remain one of the top reasons for delayed construction projects in the UK. Project delays can lead to financial penalties, damage client relationships, and reduce future business opportunities. In construction, deadlines are often linked to contract agreements, making delays expensive.
Labour shortages also increase labour costs. CIPD (2025) explains that businesses often increase wages, offer bonuses, or rely on overtime to attract and retain workers. While this may solve short-term shortages, it increases operating costs and reduces profit margins.
Armstrong and Taylor (2023) argue that financial rewards alone are not enough. They suggest that businesses need long-term workforce planning. This can be explained through Resource-Based Theory (Barney, 1991), which argues that skilled employees are valuable resources that help organisations maintain competitive advantage. Without these resources, businesses may struggle to perform.
Productivity is another major issue. OECD (2023) states that labour shortages reduce efficiency because fewer workers are available to complete the same amount of work. This can reduce output and increase pressure on deadlines. However, some researchers suggest labour shortages can encourage innovation. The World Economic Forum (2023) argues that businesses may respond by investing in automation, modular construction, and digital systems.
This creates an interesting contradiction. Labour shortages may reduce productivity in the short term but encourage innovation in the long term. However, CIOB (2024) argues that technology cannot replace all skilled labour, especially in specialist trades. Labour shortages also affect quality. With fewer skilled workers, mistakes may increase. This can create rework, safety issues, and customer dissatisfaction. This area is often overlooked in the literature.

Labour shortages do not only affect businesses but also have serious consequences for employees. When organisations operate with fewer staff, existing employees often face heavier workloads. ACAS (2024) found that increased workload is one of the main causes of stress in the workplace.
In construction, where physical work is already demanding, this can create serious wellbeing issues. This can be explained using the Job Demands-Resources model (Bakker and Demerouti, 2007). The theory suggests that when job demands increase but resources remain low, employees experience stress and burnout.
This is highly relevant in construction. Labour shortages increase demands while reducing support. Baum (2020) found that burnout increases employee turnover because workers feel physically and emotionally exhausted.
Herzberg’s Motivation-Hygiene Theory (1968) also explains this. Poor working conditions, stress, and lack of support reduce motivation and satisfaction. However, SHRM (2022) argues that employee retention is influenced by more than workload. Career development, recognition, and work-life balance are also important. This links to Social Exchange Theory (Blau, 1964), which suggests employees remain loyal when they feel supported. This means labour shortages alone do not cause turnover. Management response also matters. If organisations support workers properly, retention may improve even during labour shortages. This creates an important discussion in the literature.

The literature identifies several strategies for managing labour shortages.
Apprenticeships are one of the most common solutions. CITB (2024) argues that apprenticeships can attract younger workers and improve long-term workforce supply. However, Build UK (2024) points out that apprenticeships take time and may not solve immediate shortages.
Training and upskilling are also important. Wright and Ulrich (2022) argue that businesses must invest in continuous workforce development. Technology is another strategy. The World Economic Forum (2023) highlights BIM, automation, and modular construction as ways to reduce labour demand.
However, CIOB (2024) argues these technologies support labour rather than replace it. Retention strategies are equally important. Armstrong and Taylor (2023) argue that improving pay, wellbeing support, and career progression can improve retention. Flexible working has also become more important.
CIPD (2025) found that flexibility improves job satisfaction and retention. Improving the industry’s image is another strategy. CIOB (2024) argues that construction must improve how it promotes careers to younger generations. Negative perceptions continue to discourage many young workers. This suggests labour shortages require both short-term and long-term solutions.

Several theories support this research. Human Capital Theory explains why skilled workers are valuable assets. Resource-Based Theory explains how workforce shortages affect competitive advantage.
Herzberg’s Motivation-Hygiene Theory explains how working conditions affect employee satisfaction. The Job Demands-Resources model explains how labour shortages increase stress. Social Exchange Theory explains how management support influences employee loyalty. Using these theories together provides a stronger understanding of how labour shortages affect both business performance and employee retention.

Although there is a large amount of research on labour shortages, several important gaps remain.
First, most studies focus on causes such as skills shortages, ageing workers, and Brexit, but fewer studies examine the connection between these causes and organisational outcomes. Second, many studies focus on business productivity but give limited attention to employee wellbeing. Third, most studies treat employee retention and business performance separately. This limits understanding of how these issues influence each other.
Fourth, there is limited research exploring how businesses balance short-term solutions, such as overtime, with long-term strategies, such as apprenticeships. Finally, there is limited UK-specific research that combines these issues within the construction industry. This study aims to address these gaps.

This study uses a conceptual framework where labour shortages act as the independent variable.
Labour shortages influence business performance and employee retention as dependent variables. The framework suggests labour shortages lead to higher workloads, project delays, increased labour costs, lower productivity, and employee stress. These factors reduce job satisfaction and increase turnover.
At the same time, strategies such as training, apprenticeships, improved pay, flexible working, and technology can reduce the negative effects.
This framework helps explain the relationship between labour shortages, organisational performance, and employee retention.

This chapter has critically reviewed the literature on labour shortages in the UK construction industry. The review explored the main causes of labour shortages, including the ageing workforce, skills shortages, Brexit, and COVID-19. It also examined the impact of labour shortages on business performance through project delays, rising costs, reduced productivity, and lower quality.
The review also explored the relationship between labour shortages and employee retention using important theories such as Human Capital Theory, Resource-Based Theory, Herzberg’s Motivation-Hygiene Theory, Social Exchange Theory, and the Job Demands-Resources model. The findings show that labour shortages affect both businesses and employees in different ways. 
Although the literature provides useful insights, there are still important gaps in understanding how business performance and employee retention connect. This supports the purpose of this research. The next chapter will explain the research methodology used in this study.
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[bookmark: _Toc235824769]3.1 Systematic Literature Review (SLR)
This dissertation uses a Systematic Literature Review (SLR) to investigate the impact of labour shortages on business performance and employee retention within the UK construction industry. Rather than collecting primary data through interviews or questionnaires, the research is based on analysing existing academic literature, government reports and industry publications. A systematic literature review was selected because it provides a structured and transparent method of reviewing existing research, allowing evidence from multiple sources to be critically evaluated and compared (Snyder, 2019).
This involves developing a search strategy, identifying suitable databases, applying inclusion and exclusion criteria, and critically reviewing the quality of the selected studies (Denyer and Tranfield, 2009). Following this approach improves the reliability of the findings by reducing researcher bias and making the review process more transparent (Page et al., 2021).
A systematic literature review is considered the most appropriate methodology for this study because labour shortages within the UK construction industry have already been widely researched by academics, government organisations and industry bodies. Reports published by organisations such as the Construction Industry Training Board (CITB), the Chartered Institute of Building (CIOB), Build UK and the Office for National Statistics (ONS) provide valuable evidence relating to workforce shortages, recruitment challenges and employee retention. Bringing together evidence from these different sources allows the study to develop a broader understanding of the research topic.
These objectives require the review and analysis of existing evidence rather than collecting new data from participants. Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill (2023) explain that secondary research is particularly suitable when sufficient published evidence already exists because it enables researchers to evaluate previous findings and identify common themes across the literature.
A qualitative approach has been adopted because labour shortages involve organisational issues that cannot always be explained through numerical data alone. Analysing qualitative secondary data allows the researcher to examine different perspectives, management practices and organisational experiences reported within previous studies (Creswell and Creswell, 2023). 
To improve transparency, this review follows the PRISMA (Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses) framework. PRISMA provides recognised guidance for identifying, screening and selecting relevant studies using a clear and structured process (Page et al., 2021). Following these guidelines ensures that the selection of literature is consistent and allows readers to understand how the final sources were chosen.
The review focuses mainly on literature published between 2020 and 2025 to ensure that the findings reflect current challenges facing the UK construction industry. This period includes significant events such as Brexit, the COVID-19 pandemic, changes in immigration policy and continuing skills shortages. Earlier sources have only been included where they explain established theories that remain relevant to the research, including Human Capital Theory and Resource-Based Theory.
To minimise this limitation, only peer-reviewed journal articles, academic books and reputable government and industry publications were included within the review (Booth, Sutton and Papaioannou, 2021).


[bookmark: _Toc235824770]3.2 Search Strategy
A structured search strategy was developed to identify literature relevant to the research topic. Developing a clear search strategy is an important part of a systematic literature review because it helps ensure that relevant studies are identified consistently while reducing researcher bias (Jesson, Matheson and Lacey, 2011).
The search strategy was based on the main concepts within the research aim, including labour shortages, business performance, employee retention, and the UK construction industry. These terms were combined using Boolean operators such as AND, OR and NOT to improve the accuracy of the search results (Xiao and Watson, 2019). 
Priority was given to peer-reviewed journal articles, academic books, government publications and recognised industry reports to ensure that the evidence included within the review was reliable and relevant (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2023).

[bookmark: _Toc235824771]3.3 Search Terms
A range of search terms was used to identify relevant literature. These terms reflected the main concepts of the research and were combined using Boolean operators to improve the quality of the search results.
Examples of the search terms included:
· "Labour shortages" AND "UK construction industry" 
· "Skills shortages" AND construction 
· "Employee retention" AND construction 
Using different combinations of these search terms helped identify literature that directly addressed the research objectives while reducing unrelated search results (Booth, Sutton and Papaioannou, 2021).

[bookmark: _Toc235824772]3.4 Keywords
The keywords shown in Table 3.1 were used throughout the search process to identify relevant academic literature and industry publications.
	Research Theme 
	Keywords 

	 Labour shortages 
	Labour shortages, workforce shortages,

	Construction industry
	UK construction industry, building sector

	Business performances
	Productivity, performance 

	Employee retention
	Staff retention, employee turnover

	Recruitment
	Staffing, workforce planning



The keywords were selected because they reflected the research aim and objectives. Using a combination of broad and specific search terms helped identify literature that was both relevant and up to date while improving the overall quality of the review (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2023).




[bookmark: _Toc235824773]3.5 Databases
To ensure that the literature included in this review was both reliable and relevant, a range of academic databases and professional websites were used. Using multiple databases is recommended when carrying out a systematic literature review because it helps reduce the risk of missing important studies and improves the overall quality of the evidence (Booth, Sutton and Papaioannou, 2021).
The main academic databases searched were Google Scholar, Scopus, ScienceDirect, Emerald Insight, SpringerLink and Taylor & Francis Online. Google Scholar was useful for identifying a broad range of publications, while Scopus and ScienceDirect provided access to high-quality academic studies (Xiao and Watson, 2019).
Alongside academic databases, recognised industry and government websites were also used, including the Construction Industry Training Board (CITB), Chartered Institute of Building (CIOB), Office for National Statistics (ONS), Build UK and the Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development (CIPD). These sources provided current labour market information, workforce statistics and industry reports that supported the academic literature and ensured the findings reflected current issues within the UK construction industry.

[bookmark: _Toc235824774]3.6 Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria
Clear inclusion and exclusion criteria were established before the literature search was undertaken. Using predefined criteria helps improve the consistency of the review by ensuring that studies are selected based on relevance rather than personal judgement (Page et al., 2021).

[bookmark: _Toc235824775]3.6.1 Inclusion Criteria
The following criteria were used to identify suitable sources.
	Criteria 
	Reason for Inclusion

	Literature published between 2020-2025
	To ensure the review reflects current workforce issues

	Peer reviewed journal articles
	To maintain academic quality and reliability

	Government and industry reports
	To include current UK workforce data 

	English language publications
	To ensure accurate interpretation of findings

	Studies 
	To ensure relevance to research objectives



Older publications were included only where they explained established theories that continue to underpin workforce and human resource management research (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2023).

[bookmark: _Toc235824776]3.6.2 Exclusion Criteria
The following sources were excluded from the review.
	Criteria
	Reason for Exclusion

	Literature published before 2020
	To keep the review focused on recent evidence

	Non English publications
	Language limitations

	Blogs, and non peer reviewed sources
	To improve reliability of review 

	Duplicate studies
	To maintain focus on research topic

	Unrelated studies 
	To avoid repetition 



Applying these criteria ensured that only relevant and credible sources formed part of the final review (Jesson, Matheson and Lacey, 2011).

[bookmark: _Toc235824777]3.7 Search Results
The search process identified a large number of publications across the selected databases. After duplicate records were removed, the remaining studies were screened by reviewing their titles and abstracts. Articles that appeared relevant were then assessed in full against the inclusion and exclusion criteria. This process helped ensure that the final selection directly addressed the research objectives while maintaining the quality of the evidence (Page et al., 2021).
Table 3.1 Search Results
	Search Stage
	Number of articles 

	Records identified 
	312

	Duplicate rewards removed 
	42

	Records screened 
	270

	Full text articles assessed
	58

	Articles excluded 
	28

	Final amount of articles 
	20






	[bookmark: _Toc235824778]Studies included in the review
	


The final selection of 30 studies provided a balanced combination of peer-reviewed journal articles, government publications and industry reports, forming the evidence base for the thematic analysis presented in Chapter 4.

[bookmark: _Toc235824779]3.8 Ethical Considerations
Although this study is based entirely on secondary data, ethical considerations remained important throughout the research process. All information used within the dissertation was obtained from publicly available academic, professional and government sources. Every source was referenced using the Harvard referencing system to acknowledge the original authors and avoid plagiarism (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2023).
To improve the credibility of the findings, only peer-reviewed journal articles, academic books and reputable industry publications were included within the review. This helped ensure that the conclusions were based on reliable evidence rather than unsupported opinions (Booth, Sutton and Papaioannou, 2021).
Researcher bias was reduced by following a systematic search strategy and applying the inclusion and exclusion criteria consistently throughout the review. This ensured that literature was selected based on its relevance and quality rather than personal preference (Page et al., 2021).
As the research did not involve interviews, questionnaires or any direct involvement from human participants, formal ethical approval for primary data collection was not required.





[bookmark: _Toc235824781]CHAPTER 4: FINDINGS AND DISCUSSIONS

[bookmark: _Toc235824782] Introduction
This chapter presents the findings from the systematic literature review and discusses the main themes that emerged from the selected sources. The literature was analysed using a thematic approach, which helped identify recurring patterns across previous research. Four key themes were identified during the review, including the causes of labour shortages, their impact on business performance, their effect on employee retention, and the strategies organisations have introduced to overcome these workforce challenges.
Rather than discussing each source separately, this chapter compares the findings from different authors to identify similarities, differences and recurring trends. By bringing the evidence together, the chapter provides a clearer understanding of how labour shortages are affecting the UK construction industry while linking the findings back to the research aim and objectives.
[bookmark: _Toc235824783]Labour shortages within the UK construction industry
The findings from the literature show that labour shortages remain one of the biggest issues facing the UK construction industry. Although there is widespread agreement that employers are finding it increasingly difficult to recruit and retain skilled workers, researchers do not all identify the same causes. Instead, the evidence suggests that labour shortages have developed because of several interconnected issues, including an ageing workforce, ongoing skills shortages, Brexit and changing attitudes towards careers in construction.
A theme that appeared consistently throughout the literature was the ageing workforce. The Construction Industry Training Board (CITB, 2024) reports that many experienced construction workers are approaching retirement, creating a significant gap in the workforce. As these employees leave the industry, employers are finding it difficult to replace their knowledge and practical experience. Build UK (2024) also highlights that the number of younger people entering construction has remained too low to meet future demand, meaning the industry is not replacing experienced workers quickly enough.

While many studies identify demographic change as a major cause of labour shortages, other researchers argue that the issue is far more complex. The Chartered Institute of Building (CIOB, 2024) suggests that the shortage of skilled workers is closely linked to a lack of investment in training and apprenticeship programmes. This has created a situation where businesses may receive applications for vacancies but struggle to find candidates with the necessary qualifications or practical skills. Wright and Ulrich (2022) support this view, arguing that organisations which invest less in employee development often experience greater recruitment and retention difficulties. These findings suggest that the challenge facing the construction industry is not simply a shortage of workers, but a shortage of workers with the right level of skill and experience.

Another issue highlighted by several authors is the perception of the construction industry among younger generations. Research suggests that many young people continue to view construction as physically demanding, unstable and offering fewer opportunities for long-term career development than other industries (CIOB, 2024; Build UK, 2024). This negative perception has reduced the number of school and college leavers choosing construction careers, limiting the supply of future skilled workers. Although apprenticeship opportunities have increased in recent years, the evidence indicates that current recruitment levels remain insufficient to meet the industry's growing workforce requirements (CITB, 2024). This issue has also been highlighted by Raiden et al. (2021), who argue that negative perceptions surrounding career progression, job security and working conditions continue to discourage younger people from entering the construction industry. Their research suggests that improving employer branding and promoting clearer career pathways could help attract a more diverse and sustainable workforce.

Brexit was also identified as an important factor throughout the literature. Before leaving the European Union, the UK construction industry relied heavily on workers from EU member states to fill labour shortages. Following changes to immigration policies, the number of EU workers employed within the sector declined, increasing competition for skilled labour and making recruitment more difficult for many employers (ONS, 2024). Their research suggests that workforce shortages should be viewed as a strategic challenge requiring coordinated action across employers, education providers and policymakers rather than relying solely on recruitment initiatives. Similar conclusions were reached by Clarke and Herrmann (2021), who found that changes to labour mobility following Brexit intensified existing recruitment difficulties, particularly for occupations requiring specialist trade skills. Their findings indicate that organisations which had previously relied on migrant labour experienced greater disruption than businesses with more established workforce development strategies.

 As a result, organisations have been forced to compete for a smaller pool of experienced workers, placing additional pressure on recruitment and retention.
Despite this, some researchers argue that Brexit should not be considered the main reason for current labour shortages. McGann, White and Moss (2020) suggest that workforce shortages had already been developing because of long-standing issues such as poor workforce planning, underinvestment in training and an ageing labour force. In their view, Brexit intensified existing problems rather than creating entirely new ones. This argument appears credible because concerns regarding future labour supply had already been raised by industry reports before Brexit took place. These findings are supported by Dainty et al. (2007), who argue that labour shortages within construction are influenced not only by demographic change but also by long-standing structural issues, including fragmented employment practices and difficulties attracting new entrants into the industry.

The COVID-19 pandemic added further pressure to an already challenging labour market. According to ManpowerGroup (2024), many construction workers chose to leave the industry during the pandemic due to uncertainty, health concerns and changing career priorities. At the same time, demand for housing and infrastructure projects increased as the economy recovered, creating a mismatch between labour supply and demand. This shortage of skilled workers has continued to affect construction businesses, making recruitment more competitive and increasing pressure on existing employees.
Although there is clear agreement that labour shortages present a major challenge for the industry, researchers differ in their views on the most effective solution. Some argue that attracting more young people into construction should be the priority, while others believe organisations should focus on retaining experienced employees. Armstrong and Taylor (2023) argue that improving recruitment alone is unlikely to resolve long-term workforce shortages if businesses continue to lose skilled employees. Similarly, the Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development (CIPD, 2025) suggests that improving employee wellbeing, career progression and working conditions could have a greater long-term impact on workforce stability than recruitment campaigns on their own.

Research by Gibb et al. (2022) also demonstrated that the pandemic accelerated existing workforce pressures by increasing labour turnover, disrupting apprenticeship programmes and reducing opportunities for practical skills development. These findings suggest that the effects of COVID-19 extended beyond temporary disruption and contributed to longer-term workforce challenges across the construction sector.

Overall, the findings indicate that labour shortages within the UK construction industry are caused by a combination of external and internal factors. While Brexit, the ageing workforce and the COVID-19 pandemic have all contributed to the problem, the literature also highlights the importance of improving workforce planning, investing in employee development and creating strategies that encourage skilled employees to remain within the industry. This suggests that reducing labour shortages will require long-term planning from both construction organisations and the wider industry rather than relying solely on increasing recruitment. Similarly, Chan et al. (2023) found that construction organisations adopting long-term workforce planning and investment in employee development were better able to respond to labour shortages than businesses relying on short-term recruitment strategies.

[bookmark: _Toc235824784]Impact of labour shortages on business performance
The findings from the literature suggest that labour shortages are having a significant effect on the performance of construction businesses throughout the UK. Although the demand for housing, commercial developments and infrastructure projects continues to grow, many organisations are finding it difficult to recruit enough skilled employees to meet this demand. This shortage of labour has resulted in several challenges for businesses, including lower productivity, rising operating costs, project delays and reduced overall performance.

One of the most common issues identified in the literature is the effect labour shortages have on project delivery. Turner & Townsend (2024) found that the lack of skilled workers is now one of the main reasons construction projects are delayed. When businesses cannot recruit enough qualified employees, work often progresses more slowly because existing staff are expected to cover additional responsibilities. Although overtime and increased workloads may help projects continue in the short term, they are not considered a sustainable solution and can create further pressures on employees and organisations.
The Construction Industry Training Board (CITB, 2024) also argues that labour shortages are making it more difficult for the industry to keep up with increasing demand. As investment in housing and infrastructure continues to rise, organisations require a larger skilled workforce to complete projects efficiently. However, the ongoing shortage of experienced workers means many businesses are struggling to maintain productivity and meet project deadlines. This demonstrates that labour shortages are affecting not only individual organisations but also the overall performance of the UK construction industry. Labour shortages have also been linked to poorer project performance in other studies. Love et al. (2022) found that when organisations struggle to recruit enough skilled workers, projects are more likely to experience delays, interruptions and difficulties maintaining efficient workflows. Their research suggests that businesses facing ongoing workforce shortages are at greater risk of exceeding both project timescales and budgets compared with organisations that have a more stable workforce.


Another issue repeatedly highlighted throughout the literature is the financial impact associated with labour shortages. Because skilled workers are in high demand, many organisations have increased wages, offered recruitment incentives and relied more heavily on overtime to attract and retain employees. The Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development (CIPD, 2025) states that employers are increasingly reviewing their reward packages to remain competitive within the labour market. While these approaches may improve recruitment, they also increase operating costs, which can reduce profitability, particularly for smaller construction firms. Evidence from Arashpour et al. (2021) also indicates that labour shortages place additional financial pressure on construction organisations. Their study found that a lack of skilled workers can reduce productivity, increase overtime costs and lead to greater reliance on subcontractors. They also noted that employing fewer experienced workers may result in more mistakes, creating extra costs through rework and quality improvements.

However, higher pay alone is unlikely to resolve long-term labour shortages. Armstrong and Taylor (2023) argue that organisations should also invest in workforce planning, employee training and career development if they want to improve recruitment and retention over time. This suggests that while financial incentives may attract employees initially, long-term workforce stability is more likely to be achieved through investment in people and organisational development.

Reduced productivity was another theme that appeared consistently across the literature. According to the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD, 2023), organisations with insufficient staffing levels often experience lower levels of efficiency because fewer employees are responsible for completing the same workload. Within construction, this can result in slower project delivery, increased workloads and greater pressure on existing workers. If labour shortages continue, organisations may find it increasingly difficult to maintain both productivity and quality while meeting contractual deadlines. Similar conclusions were reached by Abdul Nabi and El-Adaway (2023), who found that shortages of skilled employees can reduce productivity by disrupting project schedules and making it more difficult to allocate resources efficiently. Their findings suggest that organisations investing in workforce planning and employee development are generally better prepared to cope with labour shortages and changing market conditions

Although many studies focus on the negative consequences of labour shortages, some researchers argue that they have also encouraged businesses to become more innovative. The World Economic Forum (2023) suggests that many construction organisations have increased investment in digital technology, automation and modern methods of construction to reduce their dependence on manual labour. Developments such as Building Information Modelling (BIM), off-site construction and digital planning systems have the potential to improve efficiency and help organisations manage workforce shortages more effectively.
Despite these developments, technology is not viewed as a complete replacement for skilled workers. This viewpoint is also supported by Pan and Zhang (2022), who argue that ongoing labour shortages have encouraged many construction organisations to increase their use of digital technologies and automation to improve efficiency. However, they emphasise that technology should support skilled employees rather than replace them completely, as many construction activities continue to depend on professional judgement and practical experience.

Resource-Based Theory helps explain why labour shortages have such a significant effect on business performance. Barney (1991) argues that employees with specialist skills and experience represent valuable organisational resources that contribute to competitive advantage. Within the construction industry, skilled workers play an important role in maintaining productivity, delivering high-quality projects and supporting organisational success. When businesses struggle to recruit or retain these employees, they lose an important source of competitive advantage, making it more difficult to achieve strong business performance. Further support for this perspective is provided by Jiang et al. (2021), whose research suggests that organisations able to attract, develop and retain skilled employees are more likely to maintain strong business performance during periods of labour market uncertainty. Their findings reinforce the importance of investing in people as a long-term strategy for improving organisational performance and sustaining competitive advantage.

Overall, the findings demonstrate that labour shortages influence business performance in several different ways. Delays to projects, increasing labour costs, lower productivity and quality concerns were the issues most frequently identified throughout the literature. Although investment in technology may help organisations manage some of these challenges, the evidence suggests that long-term improvements are more likely to come from stronger workforce planning, greater investment in employee development and effective retention strategies rather than relying solely on recruitment initiatives.


[bookmark: _Toc235824785]Impact of labour shortages on employee retention
The literature reviewed shows that labour shortages have a considerable effect on employee retention within the UK construction industry. As organisations continue to face difficulties recruiting skilled workers, existing employees are often required to manage heavier workloads and longer working hours. Although this helps businesses keep projects moving, it can also increase workplace pressure, lower job satisfaction and encourage employees to leave their employer or the construction sector completely.

A recurring theme across the literature is the growing pressure placed on employees when organisations operate with insufficient staff. ACAS (2024) states that labour shortages often lead to increased workloads, which can contribute to higher levels of stress and reduced employee wellbeing. Given the physically demanding nature of construction work, these additional pressures can make it more difficult for employees to maintain a healthy work-life balance. As a result, some workers may decide to seek employment in organisations or industries that offer better working conditions. Similar findings were reported by Deery and Jago (2015), who linked excessive workloads with higher employee turnover.

The Job Demands-Resources (JD-R) Model provides a useful explanation for these findings. According to Bakker and Demerouti (2007), employees are more likely to experience burnout when job demands continue to rise without adequate resources or organisational support. The evidence reviewed suggests that this situation is becoming increasingly common within construction. As vacancies remain unfilled, existing employees are expected to absorb additional responsibilities, making it harder for organisations to retain experienced members of staff. Bakker and de Vries (2021) also found that prolonged job demands increase burnout and intentions to leave.

Job satisfaction was also identified as an important factor influencing employee retention. Herzberg (1968) argues that poor working conditions, excessive workloads and limited management support reduce employee motivation and satisfaction. The findings from this review suggest that these factors remain relevant within the construction industry today. Employees who feel overworked or believe their contribution is not recognised are more likely to consider alternative employment opportunities. Karatepe and Olugbade (2017) similarly found that organisational support improves employee commitment and reduces turnover intentions.

The literature also highlights the role employers play in encouraging employees to remain with their organisation. Armstrong and Taylor (2023) suggest that businesses which invest in training, career progression and employee wellbeing are generally more successful at retaining skilled workers. Similar conclusions were reached by the Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development (CIPD, 2025), which found that organisations with stronger employee engagement and supportive management practices often experience lower levels of staff turnover. These findings indicate that successful retention strategies rely on more than simply offering competitive salaries.

Although pay remains an important consideration, the evidence suggests that it is only one aspect of employee retention. Research by the Society for Human Resource Management (SHRM, 2022) found that opportunities for career development, supportive leadership and a positive organisational culture all influence whether employees choose to stay with an organisation. This demonstrates that employers need to address both financial and non-financial factors if they wish to retain experienced employees over the long term. Hom et al. (2017) identified career development as one of the strongest predictors of employee retention.

Another issue highlighted throughout the literature is employee burnout. Prolonged periods of heavy workloads and tight project deadlines can negatively affect both physical and mental wellbeing. ACAS (2024) reports that ongoing workplace stress is linked to higher levels of sickness absence and voluntary staff turnover. As experienced workers leave, organisations face additional recruitment challenges, placing even greater pressure on the employees who remain.

These findings can also be interpreted through Social Exchange Theory, which proposes that employees are more likely to remain committed when they believe their employer values and supports them (Blau, 1964). Within construction, this suggests that organisations which recognise employee contributions, provide development opportunities and offer appropriate support are more likely to retain skilled workers. In contrast, employees who feel overlooked or unsupported are more likely to leave in search of better opportunities. Cropanzano et al. (2017) also argue that perceived organisational support strengthens employee commitment and loyalty.

Overall, the literature demonstrates a clear relationship between labour shortages and employee retention. Increased workloads, higher stress levels and lower job satisfaction all contribute to greater staff turnover, making labour shortages even more difficult to address. While competitive pay can help attract workers, the evidence suggests that long-term retention depends on creating a supportive working environment, investing in employee development and improving overall employee wellbeing. These findings reinforce the importance of retention strategies in helping construction organisations build a stable and sustainable workforce.


[bookmark: _Toc235824786]Strategies for addressing labour shortages in the UK construction industry
The findings from the literature suggest that overcoming labour shortages in the UK construction industry will require a long-term and coordinated approach. Rather than relying on one solution, researchers agree that organisations need to combine workforce planning, investment in skills, technological development and stronger collaboration across the industry. Although attracting new workers is important, the evidence indicates that retaining experienced employees and developing existing staff are equally important if labour shortages are to be reduced.

Investment in training and apprenticeships is one of the most frequently recommended strategies. According to the Engineering Construction Industry Training Board (ECITB, 2024), increasing the number of apprenticeship opportunities is essential to ensure the industry has enough skilled workers in the future. Apprenticeships allow individuals to develop practical skills while helping employers build a stronger workforce over time. However, several authors point out that apprenticeships are not an immediate solution, as it takes several years for apprentices to become fully qualified. This means they should be viewed as part of a long-term workforce strategy rather than a quick fix for current labour shortages. Loosemore and Malouf (2019) similarly argue that apprenticeships are essential for improving the long-term sustainability of the construction workforce.

The literature also highlights the need to make careers in construction more attractive. The Home Builders Federation (HBF, 2024) suggests that many young people continue to have outdated views of the industry, often believing that construction offers limited career progression and poor working conditions. Changing these perceptions could encourage more people to consider construction as a long-term career. In addition, creating opportunities for women and other underrepresented groups may help widen the available talent pool. However, the evidence suggests that improving the industry's image alone is unlikely to increase recruitment unless employers also provide better career opportunities and working environments. Ahn et al. (2020) also found that improving the industry's image encourages more young people to consider construction careers.

Technological innovation is another area that has received considerable attention. The Royal Institution of Chartered Surveyors (RICS, 2024) explains that digital technologies, including Building Information Modelling (BIM), automation and modern methods of construction, can improve efficiency and reduce the impact of labour shortages. These developments allow organisations to complete projects more effectively while making better use of available resources. Even so, the literature makes it clear that technology cannot replace skilled employees completely. Many construction activities still require practical experience, technical expertise and professional judgement that technology cannot replicate.
Another important finding is the value of effective workforce planning. The House of Commons Library (2024) argues that organisations should take a more proactive approach to managing their workforce by identifying future skills requirements and investing in employee development before labour shortages become more severe. Businesses that plan ahead are generally in a stronger position to respond to changing workforce demands than those relying on reactive recruitment. This supports earlier findings within the review, which suggest that retaining skilled employees is often more beneficial than continually replacing workers who leave. Oesterreich and Teuteberg (2019) suggest digital technologies improve efficiency but cannot fully replace skilled labour.

Collaboration across the sector is also recognised as an important factor in addressing labour shortages. PwC UK (2024) suggests that closer partnerships between employers, education providers and government can help ensure that training programmes better reflect the needs of the construction industry. Stronger collaboration may also encourage greater investment in vocational education, apprenticeships and continuous professional development, helping to strengthen the future workforce. Johansen and Wilson (2022) found proactive workforce planning improves organisational resilience during labour shortages. Fellows and Liu (2021) also emphasise collaboration as a key factor in addressing long-term skills shortages.

Overall, the evidence indicates that there is no single solution capable of resolving labour shortages across the construction industry. Instead, the most effective approach appears to involve combining recruitment, employee development, technological innovation and long-term workforce planning. The literature also shows that organisations have an important role to play by creating positive working environments and investing in the development and wellbeing of their employees. These measures are likely to improve retention while helping businesses build a more stable and skilled workforce.

The findings discussed throughout this chapter demonstrate that labour shortages continue to present significant challenges for the UK construction industry. The literature shows that shortages of skilled workers affect productivity, increase business costs and place additional pressure on employees, all of which have consequences for organisational performance. At the same time, the evidence suggests that organisations which invest in workforce planning, employee development and retention are better equipped to manage these challenges. Overall, the review highlights that reducing labour shortages will require commitment from individual organisations as well as continued support from the wider construction industry.


[bookmark: _Toc235824787]Chapter Summary
This chapter examined the key findings identified through the systematic literature review. The evidence indicates that labour shortages within the UK construction industry are influenced by a range of demographic, economic and organisational factors. The review also found that workforce shortages have a clear impact on business performance and employee retention, while demonstrating that long-term investment in workforce planning, skills development and employee retention offers the most sustainable approach to addressing these challenges. The final chapter will summarise the overall findings, answer the research objectives, discuss the limitations of the study and present recommendations for both industry practice and future research.
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CHAPTER 5: CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS

This chapter brings the dissertation to a close by summarising the main findings of the systematic literature review. The purpose of this study was to investigate how labour shortages affect business performance and employee retention within the UK construction industry. By analysing a range of academic studies alongside industry and government reports, the research identified several key issues relating to the causes of labour shortages, their impact on organisations and the measures being taken to address them.
The chapter reflects on the findings in relation to the research aim and objectives before outlining practical recommendations. It also acknowledges the limitations of the study and identifies areas where further research could help improve understanding of labour shortages within the construction sector.

[bookmark: _Toc235824789]Conclusion
The findings of this study suggest that labour shortages continue to present one of the biggest challenges facing the UK construction industry. Rather than being caused by a single issue, the review found that workforce shortages are the result of several interconnected factors. These include an ageing workforce, persistent skills shortages, changes following Brexit and the industry's ongoing struggle to attract younger people into construction careers.
The review also demonstrated that labour shortages have a considerable impact on the way construction businesses operate. Organisations experiencing recruitment difficulties are more likely to face delays in completing projects, increased operating costs and lower levels of productivity. These challenges can reduce business performance and make it harder for organisations to remain competitive within an industry where meeting deadlines and maintaining quality are essential. The findings suggest that businesses which invest in workforce planning and employee development are generally in a stronger position to deal with these pressures than those that rely on recruiting staff only when shortages arise.
Another important finding is the relationship between labour shortages and employee retention. The evidence reviewed indicates that workforce shortages often increase the demands placed on existing employees, leading to heavier workloads, higher stress levels and reduced job satisfaction. Over time, these conditions can encourage experienced employees to leave their organisation, creating further recruitment difficulties. This highlights the importance of supporting and retaining existing employees rather than focusing solely on attracting new workers into the industry.
The review also explored a range of approaches that could help reduce labour shortages across the construction sector. While apprenticeships, training initiatives and technological developments all have an important role to play, the findings suggest that no individual strategy is capable of solving the problem on its own. Instead, organisations are more likely to achieve lasting improvements by combining effective workforce planning with ongoing investment in employee development and retention. 
Overall, this study has successfully achieved its research aim by demonstrating that labour shortages have a significant effect on both business performance and employee retention within the UK construction industry. The findings indicate that workforce shortages not only reduce productivity and increase business costs but also place additional pressure on employees, making it more difficult for organisations to retain experienced staff. At the same time, the review shows that businesses adopting a long-term approach to workforce planning and employee development are better prepared to manage these challenges.



[bookmark: _Toc235824790]Recommendations
The findings from this research indicate that addressing labour shortages within the UK construction industry will require a long-term and coordinated approach. As highlighted throughout the study, there is no single solution capable of resolving workforce shortages. Instead, construction organisations should adopt a range of strategies that focus on developing employees, improving retention and planning for future workforce demands.
One recommendation is that organisations place greater importance on long-term workforce planning. Rather than recruiting only when vacancies become a problem, businesses should regularly review their staffing needs and identify potential skills shortages before they begin to affect project delivery. Planning ahead would allow organisations to prepare more effectively for future demand while reducing the disruption caused by unexpected labour shortages.
The findings also suggest that continued investment in employee training and career development is essential. Providing apprenticeships, professional development opportunities and clear routes for career progression can encourage employees to remain within the organisation while helping to develop the skills needed across the industry. Supporting employees throughout their careers benefits both the individual and the organisation by creating a more experienced and capable workforce.
Improving the working environment should also be considered an important priority. The study found that excessive workloads and workplace pressure can negatively affect employee morale and increase staff turnover. Employers should therefore consider introducing measures that promote employee wellbeing, encourage a healthier work-life balance and recognise the contribution of their workforce. 

[bookmark: _Toc235824791]Limitations of the Study
Although this research has provided valuable insight into labour shortages within the UK construction industry, a number of limitations should be recognised. Firstly, the study relied entirely on secondary data collected from academic journals, government reports and industry publications. 
A further limitation is that the review depended on the availability and quality of published literature. Although a systematic approach was followed when selecting sources, it is possible that some relevant studies were excluded because they did not meet the inclusion criteria or fell outside the chosen publication period.

[bookmark: _Toc235824792]Recommendations for Future Research
There are several opportunities for future research to build on the findings of this study. One recommendation would be to carry out primary research involving construction managers, employees and other industry professionals. Collecting first-hand data through interviews or questionnaires could provide a more detailed understanding of how labour shortages affect organisations in practice and how effective current strategies are in addressing these challenges.
[bookmark: _Toc235824793]Future studies could also compare labour shortages across different sectors to establish whether similar workforce issues exist outside the construction industry. In addition, comparing the UK construction sector with those in other countries may provide useful insights into alternative approaches that could improve recruitment and employee retention.

Chapter Summary
This chapter has concluded the dissertation by summarising the main findings of the study and demonstrating that the research aim and objectives have been achieved. The findings show that labour shortages continue to have a significant impact on business performance and employee retention within the UK construction industry
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