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Introduction
This report examines an ethical dilemma arising on a government-funded hospital construction project, where the project manager discovers the concrete supplier has provided a mix that does not meet the specified strength requirements. Although the discrepancy is minor, it may affect long-term durability and safety under heavy loading (British Standards Institution, n.d.). The client is under pressure to deliver on time, and the site team warns that remediation would cause significant delay and cost. The aim of this report is to analyse the ethical issues using professional codes of conduct (Chartered Institute of Building, n.d.; Royal Institution of Chartered Surveyors, n.d.) and to justify recommended actions that demonstrate professional responsibility.
The Ethical Problem
Facts: Halfway through construction, an engineer reports that several batches of concrete show slightly lower compressive strength than specified (British Standards Institution, n.d.). This shortfall is marginal yet potentially important for future performance and safety (Health and Safety Executive, 2015). The site supervisor warns that replacing affected elements would cause weeks of delay and multimillion-pound cost overruns. The supplier claims the concrete “meets practical standards” and offers future discounts if no action is taken.
Ethical issue: The central dilemma pits public safety and structural integrity against commercial pressures and contractual obligations. Approving the concrete despite non-conformance prioritises schedule and cost but risks failure, endangering future users and eroding public trust (Health and Safety at Work etc. Act 1974). On the other hand, enforcing remediation protects safety but may lead to significant financial penalties, reputational harm, and delays to a crucial healthcare facility (Health and Safety Executive, 2015).
Stakeholders and impacts:- Patients and staff may be exposed to risk if the structure fails or needs excessive maintenance (British Standards Institution, n.d.).
· Construction workers could face increased risks during remedial works (Health and Safety Executive, 2015).
· Project manager and teams bear professional and legal responsibility (Chartered Institute of Building, n.d.; Royal Institution of Chartered Surveyors, n.d.).
· Client and supplier face financial and reputational impacts. Regulators and the public expect safe construction and responsible use of public funds (Health and Safety at Work etc. Act 1974).
Options and Consequences Option 1 — Report and remediate: Formally record the non-conformance, isolate affected elements, commission structural assessment, and if necessary, remove and replace the deficient concrete (British Standards Institution, n.d.; Health and Safety Executive, 2015). Inform the client and, if required, relevant authorities (Chartered Institute of Building, n.d.; Royal Institution of Chartered Surveyors, n.d.).
· Positive outcomes: Long-term safety and integrity; compliance with professional duty; reduced liability; public trust (Chartered Institute of Building, n.d.; Royal Institution of Chartered Surveyors, n.d.; Health and Safety at Work etc. Act 1974).
· Negative outcomes: Delays; increased cost; risk of contractual disputes; criticism for postponing hospital opening.
· Impact: Public and users benefit from safety; contractor and client bear short-term costs.
Option 2 — Ignore or accept the compromise: Accept the supplier’s assurances and continue construction, possibly planning future strengthening.
· Positive outcomes: Maintains schedule and avoids immediate costs; preserves client relations.
· Negative outcomes: Increased long-term risk of structural issues; breaches of professional duty; potential legal and reputational consequences if failure occurs (Royal Institution of Chartered Surveyors, n.d.; Health and Safety at Work etc. Act 1974).
· Impact: Short-term benefit to client; public and profession at risk if defects result in harm.
Option 3 — Limited compromise: Implement targeted mitigation, such as additional testing, local strengthening, or monitoring, with formal acceptance only if further evidence shows the concrete is adequate (British Standards Institution, n.d.). Negotiate warranties and supplier commitments (Royal Institution of Chartered Surveyors, n.d.).
· Positive outcomes: May minimise delay while addressing safety; spreads responsibility.
· Negative outcomes: Mitigation could be insufficient; responsibility may be unclear; risk of contravening standards if inadequately managed (Chartered Institute of Building, n.d.).
· Impact: Responsibility shared, but public safety may remain at risk.
Ethical Evaluation Using Professional Codes
Recent projects governed by CIOB and RICS have confirmed that health and safety cannot be traded off for commercial convenience (Chartered Institute of Building, n.d.; Royal Institution of Chartered Surveyors, n.d.; Health and Safety Executive, 2015). Failures like Grenfell Tower highlight the consequences of lowering professional standards. According to these codes, knowingly accepting substandard materials violates professional obligations to ensure safety (Chartered Institute of Building, n.d.; Health and Safety at Work etc. Act 1974).
From a deontological standpoint, the project manager must protect users and comply with law and codes, irrespective of commercial pressures (Chartered Institute of Building, n.d.; Royal Institution of Chartered Surveyors, n.d.; Health and Safety Executive, 2015). Option 1, reporting and remediation, is most consistent with these duties. A utilitarian approach also supports remediation: while immediate costs and delays are undesirable, preventing future harm yields greater overall benefit for all stakeholders (British Standards Institution, n.d.; Health and Safety at Work etc. Act 1974).
Practical and Professional Actions
Recommendation: Adopt Option 1 through phased steps that manage impacts responsibly:
1. Immediate actions: Halt use of affected concrete, make the area safe, and commission an independent structural assessment (British Standards Institution, n.d.; Health and Safety Executive, 2015).
2. Communication: Notify client formally, record all test results and decisions, advise regulators if necessary (Chartered Institute of Building, n.d.; Royal Institution of Chartered Surveyors, n.d.).
3. Commercial mitigation: Negotiate with the supplier to cover remediation costs and pursue contractual remedies; consider rescheduling activities to minimise delay (Royal Institution of Chartered Surveyors, n.d.).
4. Interim measures: If assessment supports limited mitigation, implement monitored strengthening with clear criteria; otherwise replace the affected elements (British Standards Institution, n.d.).
5. Learning and governance: Document the event, analyse root causes, update procurement and testing protocols, and provide site-wide briefings to reinforce quality culture (Chartered Institute of Building, n.d.).
These actions show ethical awareness by prioritising safety and transparency, and professional responsibility by adhering to codes, documenting decisions, and seeking proportional commercial remedies (Chartered Institute of Building, n.d.; Royal Institution of Chartered Surveyors, n.d.; Health and Safety at Work etc. Act 1974). This approach balances duty with pragmatic steps to reduce delay and public impact.
Furthermore, engaging stakeholders transparently and arranging an independent review of the remediation plan helps distribute responsibility and maintain public confidence. These are examples of ethical leadership and strong professional governance (Chartered Institute of Building, n.d.; Royal Institution of Chartered Surveyors, n.d.).
Conclusion
Reporting non-conforming concrete and pursuing remediation based on independent assessment is the most ethically sound and professionally responsible course of action (Chartered Institute of Building, n.d.; Royal Institution of Chartered Surveyors, n.d.; British Standards Institution, n.d.; Health and Safety Executive, 2015). Although professional codes and statutory duties inform the decision, the welfare of future users must be paramount. Remediation incurs immediate costs and delays but safeguards patients, staff, the public, and the reputation of those involved (Health and Safety at Work etc. Act 1974).
Overall, prioritising safety and public interest is fundamental and ensures trust in both public procurement and professional practice (Royal Institution of Chartered Surveyors, n.d.; Chartered Institute of Building, n.d.; Health and Safety Executive, 2015).
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