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COMMENTARY FROM THE REPORT SPONSOR

As a household name, rooted in our local communities, we’re proud to be part of our customers’ 
lives, growing with them and sharing in their success.  For over 200 years and with industry-
spanning-expertise, we have supported our customers to build, repair and maintain the places, 
buildings and infrastructure that touch our everyday lives. Our long standing relationships with 
SME House Builders shape our thinking about how we can help to build better, more sustainable 
communities, and enrich lives for generations to come. Whether it’s reducing carbon use, providing 
new digital platforms, or addressing the current skills deficit; we do what matters for the trade.

I joined Travis Perkins Group as a Management Trainee in 1995 and have seen first hand how 
attracting, developing and retaining skilled and knowledgeable people are crucial to navigate 
new ways of working and increase productivity, enabling the industry to build better for everyone. 
We are on our own journey to ensure we are developing and modernising our skills with c.1,000 
colleagues enrolled on apprenticeships on 40 programmes across the Group and received 
this year’s Annual Apprenticeship Conference Award for an ‘Outstanding Contribution to the 
Development of Apprenticeships’. Our approach to apprentices is helping us attract and retain a 
more diverse workforce that better represents the communities in which we operate.

The APPG is an important forum for SME House Builders and Travis Perkins is delighted to support 
the development of this report. We hope its findings are positively received and help contribute to 
the debate about how government, colleges, employers can all work together to address the skills 
challenges in this sector and how that can fuel the delivery of much needed new homes in the UK, 
building better communities and enriching lives.

KIERAN GRIFFIN 
MANAGING DIRECTOR OF TRAVIS PERKINS 
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Rarely can a debate generate such simultaneous agreement AND disagreement as that 
around skills. Agreement that the UK economy is under-skilled and needs to tackle this 
if overall productivity levels are to improve and regional disparities are to be rectified. 
Disagreement about what kinds of skills are most needed, at what level and who is best 
placed to determine that and to provide the instruction. 

This Report may not be ‘the answer’ but it does provide answers. As those answers come 
from those in the know, those best placed to see the gaps and understand current needs 
and anticipate future ones its value should be clear and its recommendations taken on 
board by Government, both in a national sense via the Department for Education (but 
also BEIS, DWP, DLUHC, the Treasury and several other Departments), and by local 
government too, especially as the case for devolution of skills funding and subject 
prioritisation gets stronger and is a key element of the recent Levelling Up White Paper. 

The great strength of the APPG for SME House Builders is its membership base, both in 
terms of the eminent MPs and Peers who are part of it, but also the well over 250 industry 
members it has. The evidence it receives is therefore much more than mere opinion, the 
recommendations it makes are therefore much more than ‘nice to haves’. They are instead 
critical to enabling us to build the types of houses the nation needs and to doing so at 
the volumes it needs. They are also critical to enhancing the attractiveness of working 
in building and construction as a well paid and fulfilling career option for more of the 
brightest, best and hardest working of our young people.

ANDREW LEWER MBE MP 
CHAIRMAN - ALL PARTY PARLIAMENTARY  
GROUP FOR SME HOUSE BUILDERS

FOREWORD
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In reaction to the UK Government’s goal to deliver 300,000 homes a year and 
the then manifesto commitment to build a million by the time of the next election 
- along with the main Opposition Parties’ support for greater house building - the 
APPG for SME House Builders was set up in 2017.

From the outset, the APPG’s goal was to look at 
the UK housing market and to examine the process 
of the delivery of new homes, looking in particular 
at how the economic and regulatory environment 
could be improved and enhanced for SME House 
Builders.

As part of that process, the APPG for SME House 
Builders has previously produced reports about 
how to improve the planning system; also the 
effects of changes on immigration policy on the 
delivery of new homes; and most recently how 
Homes England can better assist SME House 
Builders.

One of the other areas that members of the APPG 
were keen to explore were ways in which the UK 
can improve the delivery of skills and also to find 
enough well trained and motivated apprentices, 
who have the very best training to make them job 
ready when they enter the house building trade.

Post Brexit, with a smaller workforce due to some 
Europeans returning to their countries of birth, the 
need for a well trained workforce who are able 
to deliver these 300,000 new homes a year has 
become even more pressing.

With an economy with historically low 
unemployment, there are fewer young people 
being attracted to the house building sector. 
Additionally, there are many staff shortages in other 
business sectors and feedback from technical 
colleges indicates they are not only unable to 
attract students, but also lecturers / teachers with 
the necessary skills to teach. Thus the house 
building sector is facing acute issues in attracting 
enough good, skilled people to actually build all 
the new homes that all the political parties are 
committed to.

Because of these challenges, a call for evidence 
went out from the APPG, asking how the UK can 
best improve its delivery of improved skills and 
more well trained and motivated apprentices. 

This report is based upon the many replies from 
members of the APPG for SME House Builders 
received as a result of our call for evidence.

In the first instance we asked members to submit 
the questions they felt were in most need of 
addressing as part of our call for evidence (listed 
below). Having received those questions, members 
of the APPG then submitted their thoughts on 
the questions posed, along with other ideas and 
thoughts not covered by the questions. 

Finally, APPG members proposed their own 
thoughts and ideas on the ways that skills and 
apprenticeships in the UK can be enhanced and 
improved, so as to help in the delivery by SME 
House Builders of the Government’s target of 
300,000 new homes a year. 

It should be noted that the views of the SME House 
Builders carry real weight, given that it will be them 
who will be key in delivering the Government’s 
target on new homes. SME House Builders know -  
through their knowledge and experience of housing 
delivery - the skills need in the UK, along with the 
types of trained apprentices that their businesses 
require. 

The substantive outputs and suggested ways 
forward from the report are laid out fully in the final 
section labelled conclusions and recommendations.

Once the Report is produced and published, it will 
be launched at the House of Commons and the 
recommendations made shared with Government 
via Ministers and Civil Servants, to Parliament 
via APPG Members and Select Committees and 
to local government, via the Local Government 
Association, plus to representatives of education 
providers and others, so as to ensure that through 
the improvements, house builders can better 
endeavour to hit the Government’s new homes 
target of 300,000 a year.

INTRODUCTION
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1.    What emerging new technologies or techniques are you observing for which there is a 
need to adjust the skills to support your projects/businesses?

2.    What is your view regarding the various merits of on-the-job training -v- more formal college 
education, in terms of delivering the skills SME House Builders need?

3.   What has been your own life experience in working/engaging with colleges and how can 
they more effectively deliver the skills agenda?

4.   What role should manufacturers play in identifying/building the skills required? Areas like 
decarbonisation of housing as well as Modern Methods of Construction would be two 
examples.

5.  How is demand for skills in the house building sector currently being met?

6.   How can Government promote an on the job, skills based training approach as opposed to 
formal university routes as to where young people should focus?

7.    Is there a role for Government to publicise a more work based learning for young people, 
motivating them to consider technical colleges and the like to build up their skills set?

8.    Are the current skills development opportunities (college courses, apprenticeships,) 
meeting existing needs or is there a gap between current focus and future needs?

9.    In the likes of colleges, is the current teaching matching the skills requirement of the house 
building sector?

10.    Why is it that anecdotally that training opportunities in the house builder sector not proving 
attractive enough to young people and what needs to be done to improve this?

11.    What are the barriers for greater uptake of apprenticeships?

12.    Are there opportunities for wider industry collaboration on traineeships and 
apprenticeships?

13.    What part does retaining skills play a role alongside development of new skills?

14.    What are the opportunities between building new skills and greater diversity in the sector?

15.    Government is very focused and supportive of the skills, training, and apprenticeship 
agenda, what specifically could Government do to assist housebuilders now in this area?

16.    How much of the current skills shortage is down to training issues or the inability to get 
workers from outside the UK?

17.    Are there initiatives that SME Housebuilders as a whole could implement to improve skills 
and training?

18.    What other policy initiatives could be used to improve the issues around skills and 
apprenticeships?

QUESTIONS POSED IN THE CALL FOR EVIDENCE
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1. Emerging techniques and technologies?

New MMC (Modern Methods of Construction) products 
require new ways of thinking and managing projects to 
maximise the benefits that these new products can bring 
in place of the old traditional ways of construction. Equally, 
heat pump and emerging technologies that will replace 
gas heating systems need considering too. Many new 
technologies have been developed from the carbon zero 
initiative that have started to make their way into the house 
building industry. 

The use of modern methods of construction (MMC) 
is becoming more popular especially by sustainable 
developers and house builders with recent examples 
shown in the media, such as the Z House developed by 
Barratt Homes. The new technologies utilise power from the 
electrical grid to provide power to a property to increase 
energy efficiency. Examples for this are air source heat 
pumps and electric vehicle charging points etc.

The South East Local Enterprise Partnership (SELEP) 
commissioned a report into the skills needs of major 
projects locally (Lower Thames Crossing, London Resort, 
Ebbsfleet Garden City etc., which will require significant 
numbers of skilled people including in the new technologies 
identified above. The report cited a demand of nearly 
118,000 at the peak of activity (2025-28), including robotics 
and visual simulation, off-site fabrication and modular 
construction. The Lower Thames Crossing (for example) 
has a commitment to net zero which is likely to increase the 
need for new techniques and technologies and will include 
aspects such as using electric vehicles to get to site.

With the advancement and growing use of such 
technologies, there is a need for investment in training for 
current traders and suppliers to have expertise on how they 
work, their specific use, and the ability to maintain them 
to provide service to consumers that is fit for purpose. We 
also need to ensure that the next generation of workers 
are prepared and trained for future technologies as well as 
current.

One Trade Association felt Modular is already leading the 
way in developing some of the best design, using cutting 

edge technology to produce the most sustainable homes 
and developments and, crucially, this can be achieved in 
half the time of traditional building techniques. While much 
of the UK housing market is running on old technologies 
and practices, modular housing is taking the technologies 
and techniques from advanced manufacturing to deliver 
better quality new homes, faster and more efficiently than 
traditional builds. Volumetric homes are manufactured in 
factories making use of technology to automate repetitive 
processes and improve working conditions. This increases 
demand for digital skills as well as traditional construction 
related skills. Increase use of automation and digital 
adoption will often mean that a higher level of skill is 
required. Often this training is done on site and tailored to 
the needs of the business. Legal & General have an on-site 
Training Academy to ensure their employees are equipped 
with the skills their business needs for the future.

Another Trade Association highlighted Heat pumps 
(installation and design), solar thermal, Mechanical 
Ventilation with Heat Recovery (MVHR), Passivhaus and 
passive building, EnerPHit, retrofit in general due to 
different types of needs and even technologies, such 
as Energiesprong, carbon capture, building with Cross 
Laminated Timber (CLT).

One view was that we need training on sustainability and its 
role in the development environment, which is currently not 
a focus.

Future skills require greater representation within the 
courses on offer at colleges. One member stated that they 
are hopeful that, within the Institute for Apprenticeships 
and Technical Education’s (IfATE’s) review of construction 
apprenticeship standards, which is currently underway, 
there is likely to be greater focus on future skills surrounding 
important topics such as sustainability. IfATE’s Green 
Apprenticeships Advisory Panel are also set to put forward 
recommendations that should increase the representation 
of these skills within the construction courses on offer. 
For SME house builders, these should include, but are not 
limited to, an understanding of the installation of energy 
efficient measures and the use of more sustainable building 
materials, such as timber.

EVIDENCE RECEIVED FROM MEMBERS OF THE APPG FOR SME HOUSE BUILDERS
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Emerging new technologies or techniques are not just a 
challenge for SMEs, this is right across the supply chain.

Another submission suggested that there needs to be a 
greater understanding of the benefits of digital project 
management and other software services that are coming 
into the industry: another example of specific skills that are 
not fully understood by education providers.

Talking to customers and suppliers it is clear we are facing 
a considerable number of emerging technologies that the 
sector needs to develop the skills for. These are driven by a 
combination of legislation and a desire from our customers 
to do the right thing to help the environment and to deliver 
the ESG agenda. These new technologies are multifaceted 
and include changes to building methods such as ASHP and 
MMC but also the way buildings are designed such as BIM. 
[Gets a bit alphabet soup here, what do these acronyms 
stand for??] There are also potential changes in the way 
that projects can be funded as well as in areas such as 
marketing and selling. [Funded by whom??]

One SME has identified and is using new CRMs such as 
Buildertrend and Hubspot to manage the operational side of 
their business.

Business is adjusting to Modern Methods of Construction 
(MMC) with innovations such as Building Innovation 
Modelling (BIM) and Zero Carbon skills. Currently there are 
not enough people with the skill sets to support off site 
manufacture, together with the zero carbon technologies on 
site, such as air source heat pump engineers etc.

A college noted that some larger firms are seeking to adopt 
Modern Methods of Construction, and in due course, some 
SMEs will wish to embrace these methods too – especially if 
they are looking to be engaged as subcontractors to larger 
organisations. Building Information Modelling (BIM) systems 
are also increasingly in demand. 

The growth in market share by Independent Training 
Providers (ITPs) in various programmes has been much 
more responsive to the needs of employers, in a demand-
led system. This is especially the case for apprenticeships, 
following the apprenticeship reforms and introduction of the 
apprenticeship levy in 2017. Many GFECs [what are these??] 
were also slow to transition from legacy apprenticeship 
frameworks to the new employer-led apprenticeship 
standards, meaning the curriculum being offered did not 
always relate to the latest skills needed by employers for 
their apprentices.

Sustainable building practices are becoming increasingly 
important, with a realistic expectation that this is to increase 
in the coming years and decades as the UK transitions to 
net zero. While the use of timber in new build, for instance, 
has been historically low in the UK (particularly outside of 
Scotland), it is the view of one contributor that this should 
be encouraged and indeed there is a drive from the current 
Government to do this. Therefore, skills involving building 
homes with sustainable materials such as timber frame 
are expected to become more sought after and it should 
be ensured that workforces are sufficiently skilled through 
college education to carry these projects out.

For smaller builders, those engaging in extensions, and 
smaller builds, demand for installation of facilities such as 
electric vehicle charging stations or air-source heat pumps, 
whether as part of new builds or through retro-fitting, is 
increasing. PAS 2035 approach to installing zero carbon 
technologies installation, air flow design and Smart home 
control e.g. Hive, are all required future skills (not in place of 
traditional brick, wood, electrical and plumbing skills, but in 
addition to these).
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2.  On the job training -v- formal?

Apprenticeships remain the primary source of next 
generation talent for Make UK Modular members and have 
proven to be a vital route in creating a pipeline of talent 
for the future. The pandemic has had a significant impact 
on the overall numbers of apprenticeships in construction, 
although there are signs that this is starting to recover; the 
most recent data published in January 2022 shows that 
there were 14,900 new apprenticeship starts in construction 
in August-October 2021. At the same period in 2020, there 
were just 8,200 starts, compared with 11,700 in the year 
before the pandemic.

Members felt that hands on training is vital for trades, 
allowing them to learn the theory in college but gain actual 
experience on site. This also applies to management 
positions. There is a real need for early college education. 
There was scant evidence that MMC is being taught much in 
college and as the “Majors” building sites are still not using 
much MMC.

SELEP has developed a programme and website to help 
respond (www.becomealecturer.org) and this includes 
a construction sector video showcasing local teaching 
opportunities, but it remains one of the biggest barriers to 
training. One option could be a combination of support  
from industry in the form of guest speakers to deliver 
modules alongside a qualified tutor to deliver the theory.  
A requirement to this effect could be built into contracts 
over a certain value for the main contractor and  
supply chain.

Some colleges have reported challenges in construction, 
with one college citing 20 vacancies for construction  
tutors alone.

16-18 apprenticeships offer fantastic opportunities for 
young people to get onto the career ladder. However, 
participation has unfortunately declined significantly since 
the 2017 apprenticeship reforms. In FY20/21 only 20% of 
all apprenticeship starts were under 19. This represents 
an all-time low, with just 65,100 starts compared to 76,300 
in FY19/20 and 97,700 in FY18/19. Recent analysis by the 
London Progression Collaboration has found that there has 
been a 72% fall in entry-level apprenticeship uptake since 
2014.

One Trade Body believes that the government needs 
to better incentivise smaller employers to utilise 
apprenticeships. This would in turn drive participation from 
young people upon key entry-level programmes. These 
also currently have worryingly low levels of take-up. Level 
2 apprenticeships now only account for 1 in every 5 starts, 
impacting social mobility and youth participation. Level 2 
is such an important entry route, especially in construction, 
where apprentices need these core technical skills in order 
to progress to advanced and higher levels. Last academic 
year there were just under 11k starts.

Difficulties in recruiting and retaining teachers, tutors and 
lecturers in FE and HE, with salaries in education sector not 
attractive to those working in building and construction were 
felt to be serious problems, even more so in the south east 
of England, because of higher salaries elsewhere in the 
economy there.

Members felt that on the job training is always preferred but 
often SME House Builders do not have the skill set internally 
to do so or the financial resources to allow for the loss of 
productive work during the process. 

In terms of career paths which ensure learners who may 
end up leaving their initial trades, colleges could do more to 
introduce and nurture career paths within construction. For 
example: when someone who begins as a bricklayer may 
end up understanding the thermal loss of bricks and block 
building to become a thermal loss assessor or could retrain 
to be a roofer, due to some transferable skills

A Trade Body highlighted that it was their view that 
apprenticeships should remain the gold standard for those 
entering the sector and maximum focus should be placed 
toward getting more entrants into the sector on these 
construction apprenticeships. SMEs already train around 71% 
of all construction apprentices, which is testament to their 
contribution to the sector at large. However, more should 
be done to encourage more of these employers to train. 
Outside of apprenticeships, informal on-the-job training 
currently represents a large part of developing the skills of 
those who have already completed their apprenticeship. 
However, the view was expressed that the current skills 
system could go further in encouraging more at this level to 
formalise their training further through higher level and more 
specific apprenticeships.

EVIDENCE RECEIVED FROM MEMBERS OF THE APPG FOR SME HOUSE BUILDERS
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It was stated that College educated candidates often expect 
more from the industry but come lacking true experience. 
Things are very different on the ground than out of a book. 
Candidates who have grown through the industry often 
stand out later in their career.

An SME has introduced a training centre for their operatives 
which is based on an onsite assessment as well as a theory 
classroom element. It is a vocational internally accredited 
and nationally recognised qualification.

A submission from the education sector noted in their 
experience, employers prefer apprenticeship (ie ‘on the 
job’) programmes, as they benefit from having the employee 
(apprentice) on site for much of the week. They also 
appreciate that Apprenticeship Standards not only develop 
skills and knowledge, but also the behaviours required to 
succeed in the workplace. They also have the opportunity 
to ‘shape’ the employee and train them in the skills most 
needed.

Another commented they favour on the job training too.  
This type of skill development allows people to be well-
rounded generalists while specialising in a particular area. 
For an SME housebuilder this is particularly valuable given 
the size constraints of the business.

One member noted that both on-the-job training and a 
formal college education are important to deliver the skills 
SME housebuilders need. College education is paramount 
in providing job theory and in showing some practical 
elements of the trade, whilst on-the-job training allows an 
individual to experience and learn the skillset they would 
need on a daily basis working in the sector. This is why it 
is essential for younger tradespeople to work on building 
sites where they are able to encounter both traditional and 
modern construction techniques to be better prepared for 
their future careers.

Promoting the benefits of a career in construction to 
younger people is vital for the future health of the sector. 
The transferability of the acquired skills makes it an 
extremely versatile profession that can be applied across 
the UK and abroad, giving young people many opportunities 
and options in how they mould their skills and create a path 
for themselves.

Smaller building firms require employees who can 
cover as many different skills as possible as they have 
fewer employees and this is a further advantage of an 
apprenticeship as the employer is responsible for all of 
their ‘on the job’ training (whilst the off the job training is 
delivered by the training provider in accordance with the 
Apprenticeship Standard). Larger employers will seek more 
specialised skills in staff and this can be reflected in the 
Apprenticeship selected for that employee. [The following 
seems a bit of an orphan sentence??] Apprenticeships can 
be used to train or retain existing staff, or to fill vacancies.
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3. Working with colleges?

Many members noted a severe lack of teachers available 
which needs to be addressed (training time, lack of pay for 
trades coming off the tools, lack of incentives for employers 
to allocate staff one day a week etc).

Evidence from a college noted that employers sometimes 
tell them that they do not teach the things their employees 
need to know. This is almost always because the 
programme of study is dictated by the syllabus set by 
the Awarding Organisation. And it is those accredited 
qualifications (only) that attract government funding. The 
relatively recent Apprenticeship Standards which have 
replaced the old Apprenticeship Frameworks are, however, 
more relevant as recently updated and informed by 
employers. Also on relevance: Whilst most construction 
methods have not changed, tools, materials and machinery 
have and it is important (but not always financially easy) for 
Colleges and other training providers to keep up to date 
with these. 

Employers also tell us time and time again that the 
behaviours and the work-readiness of candidates is as, if 
not more, important than the technical skills / knowledge 
they may have. Where apprentices and would-be 
apprentices struggle most is where candidates do not 
display the behaviours required / expected by the employer. 
Ascertaining and developing behaviours prior to presenting 
them to employers is fundamental to success.

Builders and local colleges often work in isolation from one 
another. However, the ambitions of colleges and the needs 
of local builders are – or should be - extremely similar: 
colleges want to supply construction businesses with 
employable apprentices. Businesses want to employ high-
quality tradespeople to support their work. Therefore, focus 
should be given to strengthening the links between local 
building firms and their local college, so that the maximum 
number of construction firms can benefit from the pipeline  
of talent that colleges have to offer.

Similarly, the Skills Bill’s provision for Local Skills 
Improvement Plans are pleasing to see. Engaging 
employers at this level on their specific skills needs would 
support colleges offering courses that better cater for the 
needs of local employers. It is crucial that SME builders of all 

types are engaged in this process from the outset, as these 
are the businesses that already do the bulk of the training 
for the sector.

Beyond the issue of funding, a trade body noted there are 
serious issues in how accessible apprenticeships are to 
SMEs. Levy transfer was a positive development to give 
levy-payers greater choice, but it cannot be the only route 
for non-levy payers who want additional growth. At present, 
non-levy-paying employers are capped at 10 apprenticeship 
starts.

An apprenticeship is also a full-time job and contains a 
minimum of 20% off-the-job training, which must take place 
in working time with no home study. Furthermore, the 
funding rates for maths and English with an apprenticeship 
remain pitifully low at just £471 per qualification, which 
is around just half of the funding available for delivery 
in a classroom-based setting, at £724 each. With poor 
funding rates for maths and English that do not cover the 
average cost of delivery, this acts as a disincentive for 
some providers to recruit disadvantaged learners onto 
apprenticeships.

An SME House Builder stated they had a proud legacy 
of working alongside college and further education (FE) 
institutions to help train and equip the next generation of 
skilled construction workers. As an example, they have 
been working with Burton and South Derbyshire College 
by providing a bursary that supports the employment of 
construction trainers and helps attract the best talent and 
skills for the industry.

FE colleges and ITPs (independent training providers) have 
long been the conduits for training and recruitment in the 
construction industry, but one SME House Builder remained 
concerned that with the decline in facilities and squeeze 
on funding, they risk being left underequipped to help 
deliver the sector’s next generation of talent. A combination 
of factors, including ageing infrastructure, struggles to 
retain and attract teachers, increasingly expensive training 
delivery, outdated curriculums, and burdensome regulation 
are threatening the overall delivery of these education 
institutions and is resulting in the loss of vital construction 
training facilities.
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Often highlighted was that there is a lack of courses in areas 
such as roofing and groundworks, which exacerbates the 
shortages for SMEs’ recruiting.

A trade body noted that skills provision is often deemed 
‘patchy’ at best and dependent on where a business 
is based. Many of the successes depends on a good 
relationship between the business and a local college 
or independent provider. There is a real need to ensure 
that training provision keeps up with fast moving demand. 
Owing to economies of scale many colleges and training 
providers will deliver courses that are more focused on 
traditional housebuilding. In addition, as the leading-edge 
technology in the housebuilding sector, the volumetric 
modular housebuilding industry is developing at a far 
greater pace than colleges can implement specific training 
around industry needs. There is a strong case to deliver 
more tailored training that is aligned to Modern Methods 
of Construction (MMC). While there are currently around 
100 Apprenticeship standards for construction, these are 
not always tailored to the specific skills needs of modular 
housing.

While infrastructure and employment needs are notable 
issues, one business said it is most concerned with the 
sector outpacing the educational focus at FE colleges and 
ITPs. A prime and current example is the rapid development 
of offsite construction methods – including Modern Methods 
of Construction (MMC) – that sit outside the focus of many 
curricula and, most notably, outside of the Construction 
Industry Training Board (CITB) scope due to its classification 
as engineering. As a result, these skills are being left out of 
CITB funding programmes despite the CITB’s own surveys 
of over 1,000 construction companies conducted in 2017 
that revealed that over 25% of their workforce require offsite 
construction training within 3-5 years.

A member highlighted that they place inclusive opportunity 
at the centre of their Talent and Early Careers Strategy. They 
have embraced the refocusing of apprenticeships, utilising 

their levy allowance in support of intermediate, higher and 
advanced vocational programmes of learning for new and 
existing colleagues. They have broader aims and continue 
their ambition to build a Talent framework that promotes 
inclusive opportunity. They are in the initiation stages of 
work with Leonard Cheshire and The EY Foundation to 
create internships for graduates who have a registered 
disability and Key Stage 5 pupils in receipt of free school 
meals, respectively.

One trade association thought that Colleges are in a difficult 
place because they need their students to complete in 
order to receive funding but their students need to start 
work to really understand their chosen trade and profession. 
This can be difficult when a learner chooses to either leave 
to learn on the job, or not progress with higher education in 
their field. Too many learners, especially younger ones, end 
up struggling when they get on site and this may be due to 
a disconnect between college learning and the true working 
lifestyle.

In terms of improvement, a greater number of site visits 
and expanded thinking about what a career in construction 
means for individuals would help. With thousands of roles 
and transferable skills, construction is the most expansive 
career choice for any learner, but this does not always feel 
understood. This may be improved by more professionals 
coming into colleges to talk about their roles and paths but 
also with some strategic thinking about how learners can 
seek out their career path by considering their hobbies 
and motivations as a key component of planning their way 
through the ‘construction career tree’.
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As an example, in the trade, there are those known as 
‘Mastic Men’ and may not be viewed by all as highly skilled. 
However, this role, which effectively involves repairing or 
sealing surfaces and joints, is revered in the industry and 
pay hovers at around £400 a day. Many train for this role as 
part of an upskilling qualification while in other roles but end 
up staying in the field.

One view was that rather than ‘excessive’ training of 
apprentices ahead of work, bringing in apprentices to the 
business who are a ‘blank canvas’ is the most successful 
way – changing minds and mindsets of established workers 
is an enormous challenge.

Many people often struggle to pass on their skills and 
abilities. Perhaps more needs to go into teaching people 
to be able to teach others, such as the skills needed to 
manage multiple people and the ability to delegate certain 
tasks. A lot goes into trying to teach new candidates, but 
what about teaching the teachers? Perhaps more funding 
into RICS backed management courses?

One company asserted that in their experience the colleges 
are often full to capacity, despite a shortage of people 
coming through the system. It is also vitally important that 
there are ex-trade professionals teaching and assessing 
apprenticeships, however this has been lacking in recent 
years.  

4. Manufacturers and delivery of Skills?

A recent Trade Survey data (Q4 2021) revealed that 43% of 
local builders were struggling to hire carpenters, with 41% 
struggling to hire bricklayers. Other key occupations are 
also suffering and skills shortages; for local builders these 
shortages have roughly been on the rise since 2013. 

It is not only about the specific benefits of the use of MMC 
products but also the knock on / side effect positive benefits 
MMC can bring. This also needs to be highlighted by MMC 
producers. It was suggested that Manufacturers should 
provide detailed training on their new products by actually 
going out into the field. This would encourage students, 
designers and technicians to accelerate the changes 
required.

Another view was that there will always be a market for 
traditional built houses and we must not lose sight on this 
and not fully concentrate on MMC etc.

One company felt in their view the whole industry should 
take this task on collectively. The main issue is training, 
recruiting and retaining the people and with right training / 
education to deliver.

It was felt by one member that we cannot expect 
manufacturers to push modern methods of construction / 
de-carbonisation unless there is a demand for that market. 
The Government would need to implement legislation 
forcing new homes to meet new parameters. The incentives 
need then be passed to the manufacturers to allow them 
to supply at an appropriate rate. Incentives should not go 
to house builders / developers. It was further asserted that 
manufacturers follow trends, they do not create them.

[Do not really understand the following sentence??] A 
contrary view was manufacturers have the responsibility 
to educate and raise awareness of how different types of 
developments come together to help build and identify the 
skills required for working in home construction. In addition, 
they could help the sector to destigmatise new modern 
methods of construction (MMC), to illustrate how they differ 
from historic old and outdated technology methods. MMC 
will also be part of contributing to meeting future UK-wide 
property development targets and benefit the industry in 
reaching its sustainability goals.

It was noted that modular housing is well placed to feed 
into the skills required for decarbonising housing, a task 
that is now urgent for the country and planet. The built 
environment contributes around 40% of the UK’s total 
carbon footprint. With up to 97% less embodied carbon 
volumetric housing delivers the substantially reduced 
carbon footprint the UK housing markets needs to reach net 
zero. Decarbonisation is not only good for the planet, it is 
good for consumers. High energy efficiency modular homes 
will suffer significantly less from the ongoing spike in energy 
prices due to far lower energy demands. However, skills in 
these areas are in short supply. Modular housing providers, 
who invested significantly in R&D as they research how to 
transform UK homes, are well placed to identify the future 
skills needed by the UK housing market.
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An alternative view was that manufacturers have a key role 
to play as they have developed the customer insight to 
identify what is needed as well as having developed the 
solution. The manufacturer is the expert; the challenge is in 
how they can pass this knowledge onto the end user. We 
believe there is an opportunity for the supply chain to play 
a greater role in this area and not just to provide the new 
products but also to provide the knowledge around how to 
use them.

A LEP noted one private sector company who have 
established a modular factory in Ebbsfleet, Kent. The 
purpose-built facility covers 150,000 square feet and 
produces 1,000 modular homes per year; all homes 
include electrics, plumbing, flooring and internal fittings. 
The workforce is directly employed and there are 
apprenticeships available in areas in the business including 
digital design, offsite assembly and site management and 
integration.

Some construction firms work to a complete carbon 
negative process utilising the latest technologies and 
materials such as hemp for insulation and as a replacement 
for wood.

A Trade Association believed manufacturers will become 
increasingly important, as MMC and decarbonisation 
increases throughout the industry. Some of their work will 
require upskilling within the industry, for example when 
building with cross laminated timber, or setting/sizing 
up a heat pump. However, they may also reduce the 
skills training needs, for example: providing fully formed 
structures such as roofs or walls and therefore training their 
own people, or having building workers in factories, or 
designing homes heating systems in-house and then giving 
the plans to installers, such as plumbing engineers, rather 
than heat pump engineers.

Highlighted was the fact that larger manufacturers provide 
training on the safe and effective use of their products via 
‘how-to guides’ including podcasts on the internet. Some 
manufacturers also make a determined effort to work with 
Colleges and skills providers to promote their products 
to future generations and support trainees. An example 
highlighted was a plumbing supplier who has provided 
equipment free of charge and regularly visits the campus  
to provide demonstrations on the correction installation  
and use of their products.
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5. Demand for skills being met in house building sector?
 
Some felt that there is no training in schools or awareness in 
schools about the construction sector: It is all about written 
work with no manual training. Any training is not done 
in an organised way, it was suggested. However, it was 
mentioned by one company that they felt that recently there 
seems to be a more convincing push from Government on 
apprenticeships.

It was again noted that a chronic shortage of construction 
skills and the failure to train the next generation of workers 
has left the sector in a precarious position, with some 47% 
of UK construction workers now over the age of 45 and 
around 500,000 UK-born construction workers expected 
to retire in the next 10-15 years. Upscaling volumetric could 
create thousands of jobs across the country, supporting the 
Government’s plan to level up.

A general view was that demand for skills was being 
met poorly: The industry needs to get successful senior 
developers to have a travelling roadshow to engage with 
schools. SME employers would happily be part of a housing 
recruitment drive.

It was not thought that the Construction Industry Training 
Board (CITB) was a sufficient part of the strategy for 
supplying demand. Unfortunately, their own data shows that 
SMEs pay 70% of grant but get 43.5% of funding and they 
have been slow to support housebuilding roles. Their remit 
also does not cover, for example, electricians. Therefore, 
there is a disconnect between what their remit is and  
what transferable skills are needed across the sector.  
This strategy is often catered for by colleges.

The NFB has recently launched a paper with the aim of 
reconstruct CITB, with the following key recommendations:

- Creation of a new construction careers body

-  Fundamental reform of Levy including stripping CITB  
of Levy raising powers

-  Removal of the grants system and corresponding 
reduction in Levy

-  Delivering apprenticeship and qualification financial 
incentives through Government

-  Retaining a residual CITB to focus on work as the Sector 
Skills Council

-  Redeploying local advisors through Employment and Skills 
Boards

- Ending CITB projects and programmes

-  Changing CITB’s status and submitting the organisation to 
competitive tender

One SME Builder expressed these same skills concerns but 
noted that they as a business are lucky to have employed 
teams that are directly employed and are multiskilled over a 
long period of time. Any education would mainly be through 
CITB schemes and similar NVQ courses. However, they 
– especially at NP3 - identified significant skills shortages 
and felt that even current courses do not match full 
apprenticeship schemes, of the kind that were phased out 
in the early 1980s. 

So, with their link to City of Birmingham and Awarding 
Body for the Built Environment, this business has taken the 
initiative and set up an assessment and training centre, 
for their own staff to develop their further education and 
training needs. They will also be offering this scheme to 
general construction industry.

A finance business noted that speaking with their home 
building partners, they feel the skills’ gap is not being 
bridged. Many now face resource issues at various building 
sites due to the supply and demand dynamic of the house 
building industry. There is simply too much work and not 
enough staff. This has been, as it were, building for some 
time and with stoppages caused by the Covid-19 pandemic, 
the industry has been further stripped of a skilled workforce, 
with great challenges in sourcing and developing the next 
generation of talent.

A LEP noted that the experience that they currently have 
is a widely reported skills shortage and a problematic 
level of labour cost inflation. This is increasingly becoming 
an inhibiter to productivity and will constrain the capacity 
across the industry to deliver new housing starts and 
completions to meet local and cumulatively national housing 
targets.
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6. Government’s role in skills promotion?
 
Apprenticeships are the main source of industry training 
at entry level, 72% of which are supported by SMEs and 
54% at Level 2. Any effort to increase apprenticeship 
starts and completions across construction need to 
respond to this dynamic.

A respondent with direct business experience noted 
that young people joining their business still tell them 
that the majority of careers guidance at school and 
college is still focused on formal education through 
universities. Apprenticeships are given little mention 
and often as an afterthought. The general impression 
is that if you are clever you will go to university and 
if not then you can take up an apprenticeship. When 
Apprenticeships are mentioned it is often Level 6 
and 7 Apprenticeships as an alternative to a degree. 
This needs to be turned on its head with entry level 
Apprentices seen as an equal and as an attractive an 
option as degrees for school leavers.

Government could help by making pupils aware that 
there are jobs with training in construction in the 
school. If you go to a lot of school fairs there are a lot of 
businesses there but not many, if any, from construction.

The Government must re-establish the link between 
learning, work and careers. Schools and colleges must 
have a greater focus and knowledge of transferable 
skills and career paths, as well as understanding what 
jobs are available. Many construction roles are not 
on-site, but this is often what people see when they 
consider construction.

Through the promotion of Apprenticeships including 
Higher and Degree Level Apprenticeships as an 
alternative to full time university degrees this would be 
improved. Promotion to parents as an equitable option 
to formal HE routes in a way that also removes elements 
of stigma attached to vocational pathways.

A trade association noted that the barriers to greater 
take up to apprenticeships for modular housebuilders 
generally aligned to the barriers experienced by wider 
construction and manufacturing businesses. The most 
recent Employer Skills Survey data revealed that 36% of 
vacancies in both construction and manufacturing are 
considered hard-to-fill. 
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The reasons for this are typically: 

a)  A lack of applicants: Not enough candidates applying to 
the roles in the first instance, in particular women. 

b)  A lack of applicants with the right basic skills: There 
remains a high number of school leavers that lack the 
basic skills required to do the job. c) A lack of applicants 
with the right technical skills: In addition to the basic 
skills required, many candidates do not have the 
required technical skills, which will become increasingly 
challenging as modular housebuilders focus on digital 
technologies and techniques as part of their delivery 
models.

One consultant stated that there is an apprenticeship 
perception challenge currently, as there is with vocations. 
An apprenticeship is seen as a ‘second choice’ rather than  
a choice on a ‘par’ with a degree.

Also noted as needed is changing the cultural obsession 
with “going to university”. By contrast, engineering trades 
in Germany are not considered any different to medical or 
law disciplines. If the public were more aware of the skills 
required to build houses then maybe more young people 
would be attracted.

One SME House Builder said that by promoting industry 
structured, work placed assessment and training schemes 
and marketing these courses as re-skilling people and by 
adapting them we can encourage young people into the 
industry. 

Some members felt that this is very much a national issue. 
More publicity should go towards the benefits of NOT going 
to university. The benefits of learning a skill-based role 
that is futureproof and in need. A stricter set of university 
qualifications is required to lessen the idea that just 
because you have a degree you will earn a higher amount. 
One experienced person from the sector said from their 
personal experience, they had someone sell them the idea 
that if they learnt to become a plumber at 16, by the time 
they were 25 they could be running their own plumbing 

company and earning more than most university graduates 
and being able to have a better work/life balance. This goes 
for nearly every site-based skill in the construction industry 
(less so with management positions).

Diversity is crucial and giving young people a range of 
options to develop careers is important. The Government 
could offer financial support to manufacturers and 
housebuilders to fund roles for people allowing them to stay 
long term and progress in their career. In addition, it could 
organise outreach programs via job fairs and in schools to 
raise awareness of the viability and the benefits of a career 
in construction.

The Government needs to work with business to promote 
on-the-job, skills-based, training as opposed to formal 
university routes through a focus and investment in: 
Marketing, funding, design and delivery of courses. Starting 
early in school curriculums from primary school onwards to 
make the case for a career in construction.

An on-the-job approach can equip future generations 
with essential experience and should be promoted as an 
alternative, and equally rewarding, avenue for careers and 
progression.

At the school level, the Education and Skills Funding 
Agency’s (ESFA) Apprenticeship Support and Knowledge 
for Schools and Colleges (ASK) programme has been 
an effective communication tool for spreading general 
awareness at the primary and secondary teaching levels. 
Attracting interest at this level is critical by helping provide 
awareness of diversity in the sector and opportunities in 
construction for young children. This is helped through 
the Honor Goodsite mascot as a fun and accessible 
example for young girls in particular. Across the board, 
existing apprenticeship ambassador programmes work 
well to promote career pathways in construction, but they 
are disparate and siloed across the UK. A community of 
practice should be created to support their expansion, and 
grant funding should also be made available by ESFA for 
these ambassador programmes to help secure long-term 
operations.
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7.  Motivating young people to acquire skills for house 
building?

 
Only 40% of Further Education (FE) learners studying 
construction courses progress into the industry (26% 
employed, 14% starting an apprenticeship). It is essential that 
clear employer-supported pathways enable more of these 
learners to gain an apprenticeship or job.

They have to make it interesting by using MMC and not just 
the same old ways of construction and by teaching about 
climate change and the effect of the building industry on it.

An SME House Builder felt there was a role but it must be 
drafted to help people into industry, with a combination 
of work based and training courses. This way dedicated 
in-house and associated courses can be adopted by 
qualification bodies.

A risk was highlighted for SMEs that get on board with 
training new entrants but lose them - when trained - to 
larger companies. Could government create a mechanism 
to encourage SMEs and if required compensate them if staff 
move on to (or are poached by) other or larger businesses 
when fully trained? This could be achieved more by the 
colleges themselves driving this – it was stated that as they 
get the fees so should they be leading from the front.

From the education sector it was felt Government should 
be promoting this with young people, parents and schools 
as a credible alternative to academic qualifications such 
as A Levels. Schools need to be held to account for the 

delivery of more effective impartial careers advice including 
promoting routes such as apprenticeships. Where schools 
have their own post-16 offer, they are often reluctant to 
promote courses they do not offer themselves - including 
apprenticeships – except to a small section of their pupils.

A strong view was expressed by some companies that they 
do not think it is the Government’s job to provide this kind 
of direct support / funding – “we as market leaders should 
do the hard work with [instead] tax relief support from the 
government.”

Additionally, another view was higher recognition and worth 
placed in the qualifications gained from these placements, 
noting the recent Government announcement on this was 
not helpful. People want to feel their invested time returns 
a value. If a 3-year university course has a greater deemed 
worth than 3 years of “on the tools” learning people are less 
likely to get involved. The publicity needs to be that they 
have very similar - and sometimes greater - worth.

One trade body stated that the Government has laid some 
excellent foundations through T-Levels and technical 
colleges but the occasional reference to technical 
education needs a sustained push, so that people realise 
that there is not a ‘best learning approach’ but instead, that 
individual learners will have a learning approach which is 
best for them.
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8. College courses/apprenticeships currently meeting 
needs?
 
A Trade Body submission stated there is training for 100,000 
people in specific fields which hold no career prospects and 
do not meet gaps, but sadly this is often the approach that 
governments take. Instead, the Government must use its 
regulatory and investment powers to signify to the market - 
and consequently colleges and trainers - that there are work 
pipelines.

Two government interventions highlight both success and 
misunderstanding. The Government’s ‘Heat and Buildings 
Strategy’ has signified to industry that heat pumps are 
very much a key ingredient of its heating and hot water 
ambitions, as well as its targets to meet net zero. Therefore, 
with just 3,000 MCS certified installers, there has been 
a considerable rush to train more workers. Certainty of 
pipelines has been given through the 600,000 heat pumps 
a year target, £5,000 and £10,000 grants and new building 
regulations. However, questions remain whether this was a 
strategy to increase the heat pump workforce, or because 
by ignoring other solutions, such as electric boilers, it views 
heat pumps as “silver bullets”.

The current demographic of one of the Trade Associations 
who contributed has a membership workforce that is very 
close to that of traditional construction in terms of females 
(16% vs. 15%). However, there is clear potential for modular 
housing to attract a greater diversity of talent due to the 

digital and green skills that its members are looking to 
attract. In addition, manufacturing traditionally has a better 
(but far from ideal) gender balance in the workforce (25%). 
With the next generation more focused on climate change 
and sustainability than ever before, modular construction 
has these credentials and therefore is in a better position 
to attract this talent. This would go some way in tackling the 
gender divide. However, there is still a long way to go. (Their 
members’ workforce has an average age of 40 as opposed 
to 44 for the construction workforce.) 

The 2014-2016 Annual Population Survey estimates that 44% 
of people working in construction were aged 45 years and 
over. This is similar to the whole population of the UK who 
are in employment with an estimated 43% of the resident 
workforce aged 45 and over. The working conditions 
in modular are attracting a younger demographic than 
traditional construction; this - combined with more regular 
working hours and a fixed place of employment - opens up 
new avenues of recruitment for the sector (e.g. parents with 
young families).

Many respondents felt less positive, however, and asserted 
that the industry needs to change, and this has to be driven 
by the youngsters coming into the industry seeking to be 
informed of the new ways of building and to then drive 
these new ways forward. This was all the more necessary 
because of the ageing of the workforce. 
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SME house builders need to be convinced that T-Levels, 
Traineeships, and other training pathways create competent 
learners able to transition into industry. Standards and 
qualifications need to reflect changing employer needs, 
training pathways need to be easy for employers to access, 
and employers given the support to provide learners 
essential practical skills onsite.

In terms of matching best skills for business, it was 
suggested that course design and provision would benefit 
from regular engagement between business and FE/HE

It was stated that there are gaps in the Apprenticeships 
Standards. For example, a college stated that they are in 
discussion with a Modern Methods of Construction company 
about developing a trailblazer apprenticeship in conjunction 
with other similar organisations, to meet their future needs. 
In professional and technical and construction skills, new 
qualifications are under development. The qualifications 
available today are suited to the jobs of today, but less so 
the jobs of tomorrow.

There is a clear gap between current focus and future 
needs. The current focus is understandably, both in colleges 
and in apprentice provision, built around needs that exist 
today. This is difficult in a changing market where there is 
a chicken and egg challenge around how future needs are 
catered for when they are not all needed today.

It was also noted that there is a gap here in meeting needs, 
but until the government actually tell us how they want us to 
achieve zero carbon etc. then the colleges cannot teach the 
necessary skills. Government needs to be clearer on their 
own goals stated several respondents. 

Retaining talent is as important as recruiting talent. 
Therefore, one trade association’s members ensure 
they invest in their staff through various training and 
development opportunities. As a manufacturing process, 
modular housing wants people to develop into multi-trade 
operatives, comfortable in many parts of the production 
process. This upskilling process is time, finance, and labour 
intensive so ensuring employees are retained once they are 
multi-skilled is vital.

One view was that the format of development opportunities 
is OK, but the curriculum / course contact is an archaic 
process. With businesses changing rapidly, and new 
technology coming to the fore, education cannot keep up. 
Making a change in the curriculum will not help because 
it will go out of date again. There is a need to promote 
live / on-the-job training. This is particularly important for 
sustainability/ MMC / zero carbon tech which is moving and 
developing apace.

Also raised was the fact that there is a noticeable lack of 
skilled labour currently. This in part has been brought about 
by current Covid / Brexit issues, but this surely only tells part 
of the story.
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9. Is current teaching matching the skills need?
 
“Definitely not because the lecturers themselves don’t know 
about MMC products and innovations.”

Educators expressed the view that industrial updating is 
important for staff teaching in colleges – employers can 
assist by offering updating opportunities for teachers. 
The most significant challenge that colleges and training 
providers face is tutor recruitment. It was asserted that 
Further Education funding is insufficient to enable colleges  
to match industrial (or even school) salaries.

Individuals with the skills to work in construction, can usually 
earn far more than FE tutors and will therefore be reluctant to 
make that change. This impacts capacity, with many colleges 
turning away adult and younger students in these skills 
shortage areas for this very reason.

A view of one business was that, in this day and age, on site 
skills are essential, yet it is increasingly difficult with HSE 
regulations to dedicate time and resource to this matter. 
Class based courses naturally do have value but can never 
replicate real world work practices. 

10. Why are training opportunities not popular and how  
to change?
 
General labour market shortages are exacerbating the 
problem in that young people will choose other options 
such as digital which they perceive to be more attractive 
and without realising the range of opportunities in the 
construction sector. To overcome this, a good example 
provided was: There is a well-established Enterprise Adviser 
Network across the South East Local Enterprise Partnership 
geography and working with bodies such as CITB and the 
Go-Construct programme much has been done already 
to improve the attractiveness of the sector. Additionally, 
many construction employers are engaging with education 
and offering a range of opportunities such as virtual work 
experience.

Many members felt that because there is not enough 
understanding of the benefits that a career in construction 
can give you and we do not create enough interest in the 
sector by showing what a difference the sector makes to 
people’s lives and to the environment. 

A trade body noted that new and existing roles in home 
building - and the training pathways into them - need to be 
attractive, simple, and clear for learners to engage with, 
whatever their background. Industry, supported by CITB, 
is responsible for attracting talent into construction. It is 
essential that the government ensure learners have access 
to good careers information and advice at all stages.

Too often, construction is seen as not interesting to young 
people. Outdoors in the cold and wet with a perception 
challenge regarding earnings. The industry should 
encourage young people to consider the full range of 
construction employment opportunities.

Trades have spent too long being seen as lesser to 
university and a clearer career focus has been lacking. A 
2019 survey by L&Q identified that only 1 in 10 young people 
they surveyed had considered a job in construction, with it 
‘not being an exciting’ field cited as driving their view.

However, there does appear to be somewhat of a change in 
thinking and support of apprenticeships, with a CMI surveyed 
of over 1,000 parents of 11 to 18-year-olds, showing that 57% 
of parents think that apprenticeships offer a better chance 
of getting a good job. Nearly half (49%) would encourage 
their child to start an apprenticeship rather than apply for 
university.

In some ways, the cost of university may have shifted some 
of the enthusiasm away from university education, with a 
recent survey showing that over 60% of surveyed graduates 
say they do not need a degree to do their current job and, in 
Wales, 50% of students and graduates who had completed 
their degrees in the last five years say they regret their 
decision to go to university.

The same research identified that parents are becoming 
increasingly knowledgeable about higher education with 
62% of those polled now aware of Degree Apprenticeships, 
compared to just 10% in 2016. This is excellent but it may 
highlight a barrier in terms of language and this is the word 
‘degree’. Research regularly places NVQs, the access point 
for apprenticeships, near the bottom of the ‘qualification 
hierarchy’ and this presents a theory that apprenticeship 
attached qualifications are lesser than degree level 
education. (And yet a revered Mastic Man earning £400 
a day should not be viewed as lesser than a geography 
teacher, surely?) 
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A real challenge is that, traditionally, house building has 
been considered as a heavy physical and dirty industry, 
however this is no longer the case with manual handling 
improvement, mechanical aids and more recently MMC that 
takes a lot of the manufacture processes off site. Promotion 
of the “new ways” of building showing how the industry has 
changed should improve recruitment along with information 
on the pay levels achievable should be the focus.

In an educator’s submission, the view was expressed that 
there remains an academic snobbery about technical 
(vocational) training as opposed to academic programmes 
such as A Levels. Manual work is still perceived by some as 
being less worthy than office-based employment. There is 
also a lack of understanding about how much individuals in 
these sectors can earn; this needs stressing and promoted 
more effectively. The sector has a reputation for having 
old-fashioned values (male dominated, possibly ‘sexist’ and 
thereby less attractive to many females) who feel they would 
need to work twice as hard to ‘prove themselves’.

An experienced industry contributor noted unless we return 
to real life then on-site training practices and experienced 
worker routes will become a thing of the past. There is 
nothing better than youngsters watching and learning from 
their peers. 

One company noted that from their own investigations in 
this area it is clear that young people’s perception is that 
the sector offers low level manual jobs with little opportunity 
to progress. They actually have very little understanding of 
what jobs are available in the sector and just tend to think 
of the manual trades. The industry also faces challenges 
of appearing unrepresentative or non-inclusive of many 
communities. Young people often tell us that they would  
feel intimidated to work on a construction site or even to 
visit one.

One member asserted that we have become “lazy” and do 
not interact with the schools and colleges enough unless 
we are asked to by Local Authorities.
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11. Barriers to great uptake of apprenticeships?
 
Covid has created a perfect storm of demand where the 
construction industry has faced a huge shock followed by 
a massive ramp up in output in the near term. Construction 
output growth is projected to be 4.4% per year, driven in 
part by growth in private homebuilding (6.7% of output).

The construction industry, whose workforce has shrunk  
by 8% over the pandemic, will need to recruit an additional 
215,000 workers by 2025 to meet this demand, in addition 
to developing the workforce to meet the net  
zero commitment.

A trade association member noted that on the issue of 
skills 53% of their members cite lack of skilled workers as a 
barrier to building homes and 54% expect this to continue 
over the next 3 years.

A member commented that they find that there is a lack of 
understanding of what apprentices are. Many people still 
think of the traditional trade apprenticeships and do not 
understand the breadth that is available and the benefits 
that are available through completing an apprenticeship. 
They also find that there is a reluctance by some people 
coming out of education settings to go back into an 
educational programme.

There was a view that there is a lack of awareness in 
schools of the benefits of manual labour construction work 
and showing what new ways there are of building.

Lack of understanding from the new generation – it was 
suggested that we need to embrace social media to get our 
message out and to also use it to sell / promote housing.

Also, often neglected, is the education of parents to 
encourage children into the sector.

There also needs to be a greater focus and support on 
apprenticeships for older workers, who may have chosen 
the wrong learning path and now struggle to get into 
construction, especially if they have bills to pay, or families. 
Many of the most successful new learners are older and 
we have seen schemes such as those helping the Armed 
Forces workers into construction be very successful.

There is also the lack of employers to take on 
apprenticeships. This is a vital part of the puzzle, not 
only to encourage visibility, stimulate careers and ensure 
completions (up to a quarter of learners do not complete) 
but to ensure colleges and schools have the pipeline of 
work to attract greater funding.

It was noted that many courses are focused on domestic 
building rather than commercial or public sector buildings 
and therefore courses are always delivering what is 
needed. E.g., mechanical engineering linked to plumbing in 
commercial buildings.
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With the re-energising of apprenticeships from March 2017, 
organisations were presented with an opportunity to reflect 
on how they attract new talent to the business and the 
scope of development for existing colleagues. The latter 
in particular - supporting new ways for lateral and linear 
progression, as employees navigate non-traditional career 
pathways – has been underutilised. However, five years on, 
many organisations will look back at a missed opportunity, 
reflecting on the need to set a proactive strategy to utilise 
both early careers and succession planning frameworks. 
Aldermore Bank cited five key fundamentals for a successful 
approach:

1.  Understand the businesses’ required capability 
requirements in the short, medium and (where possible) 
long-term. Map those capability requirements to 
appropriate standards and frameworks that allow for 
joined up and integrated career pathways across all NQF 
levels (2 through to 7).

2.  Communicate the availability of these development 
opportunities in a structured format – whether that be 
through an internal ‘prospectus’ (for existing colleagues) 
or by creating a tailored and collaborative (alongside the 
training providers) resourcing and on-boarding journey for 
new-to-role apprentices.

3.  Build a focused panel of training providers that can 
support delivery of your capability requirements. Creating 
strong and co-invested partnerships are key to successful 
implementation.

4.  Create an incremental internal communications campaign 
that supports education and awareness. Dispelling some 
of the core ‘assumptions’ about apprenticeships is half 
the battle to gain engagement.

5.  Upskill line managers so they know the importance of 
their role in supporting their apprentice.

Cost and value to the employer are important barriers. 
Taking an apprenticeship depends on the drive of the 
individual apprentice. However, they can sometimes add a 
burden to a project team. It requires more senior members 
to monitor and teach the individual. Not everyone is capable 
or wants to become a mentor to an apprentice. Likewise, 
putting a potential apprentice with a poor mentor will only 
negatively impact their training. Perhaps more needs to go 
into offering of pre-mentorship schemes, to allow people to 
train others to fulfil a greater potential.

A house builder noted that youngsters are not currently 
being presented with the opportunities in our sector, even 
at school / college ages. A lack of direction to show young 
people what is on offer. We need to go back to “pride in 
your work” ethic. 

Some SMEs who have to be ‘masters of all trades’ may 
find that apprenticeships are too focussed on one trade 
or set of skills as opposed to the many occupational skills 
that they need to turn their hands to. Some employers feel 
that the apprenticeship takes a long time to complete, and 
they cannot be certain that they will be able to see the 
apprentice through several months or years of training. They 
might also need to work across a broad geographical area, 
which might create difficulties, in particular for younger, less 
mobile, apprentices. 

Taking on an apprentice is a big commitment, employers 
are responsible for their training and like any other 
employee, for their Health and Safety and their employment 
conditions and they must pay them at least the minimum 
apprenticeship wage. All apprenticeships are of at least one 
year’s duration, many are much longer.
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12. Chance for better cross industry collaboration?
 
One member felt strongly that all house building trade 
bodies like IOB, RICS, HBF, RIBA etc should join forces 
and really push training and apprenticeships to pool and 
maximise resources, in support of SME House Builders.

Following on from this theme, another member stated the 
industry itself needs to remove the “ego” barriers that exist 
between membership organisations and work together with 
the nationals and SME companies.

However, one contributor felt that unless there is 
government departmental collaboration, efforts will not lead 
to sustained outcomes. In construction, DfE and BEIS needs 
to be pushing MHCLG to reform planning, so that their 
learners can actually train and, ultimately, be retained.

Also highlighted, with the advent of online resources, there 
should be more emphasis on YouTube type videos of work 
practices, product usage and fault diagnosis. 

The industry needs to tackle a wide range of deep-rooted 
structural challenges that limit skills development and the 
ability to attract a wide pool of diverse talent. This includes 
long and complex supply-chains, limited direct employment 
by large contractors, and high levels of agency and self-
employment.

Yet another member stated that without a doubt industry 
needs a more joined up approach. This can be across both 
how we attract people to join these programmes as well as 
how we deliver them. There is a good example of this in the 
construction supply side of things where at one business 
they have agreed to take on delivery of both traineeship 
and apprenticeships for other merchants in the sector 
through the Builders Merchant Federation.

The Flexi Job Apprenticeship Scheme is currently being 
piloted. This will enable smaller organisations to team up 
with other SMEs to ensure that between them all aspects 
of an apprenticeship are covered. This provides a broader 
training to the apprentices and requires less commitment 
from the employer. 

On this theme, one consultancy wondered if there could 
be more shared apprenticeships between businesses, with 
better support for this for day release etc.

One LEP stated that they support mandating businesses to 
employ trainees with proper funding.

A Trade Body contributor believes that the best 
apprenticeship programmes are where the employer can 
support the actual delivery of the programme in terms of 
the development of new skills and competencies. This is 
especially important in sectors like construction, where 
further education providers face long-standing challenges of 
attracting occupational experts from industry due to the gap 
in earnings.

A co-delivery model, utilising industry experts also enables 
the knowledge transfer of the latest industry requirements 
to ensure the apprentices’ skills are future-proof. However, 
such co-delivery models must not be something that just 
happens with large employers, who have more resources 
and capacity to enable this to take place.

Another view was that developing the next generation 
of home builders cannot be done in silos, it will take the 
whole industry to work together to be successful. There 
are opportunities for wider industry collaboration on 
traineeships and apprenticeships through trade bodies 
and the Government. There will need to be a coordinated 
effort from the industry to promote the benefits of gaining a 
building qualification, which can range from a good salary to 
a steady career progression path.

Where traineeships are concerned, work placements are 
unpaid (so cheaper for employer) but the trainees are less 
skilled, less able and require more support and supervision. 
It is difficult to find construction employers to provide 
traineeship placements. Health and Safety concerns are 
often quoted as a barrier for these younger students.



13. Retaining and developing new skills?
 
While attracting new and diverse groups into construction 
is pivotal, retaining existing skills and the many years of 
experience is equally crucial to help maintain and grow the 
sector.

Currently, over 50% of apprenticeship starts are for adults 
over the age of 25, with the vast majority of participants 
already being in employment. Supporting new entrants 
into the construction industry is vitally important to address 
to fill entry-level skills roles. However, it must not be 
seen as an “either-or” option. Retaining, retraining and 
upskilling existing employees also important, to ensure the 
development of a workforce that address the higher-level 
skills needs at levels 4 and above. This is why this trade 
body believes that employer choice is a critical principle of 
an employer-led skills system, but the use of government-
driven incentives is the most effective way to ensure the 
right balances are ultimately achieved.

Although apprenticeships offer a fantastic and unique blend 
of off and on-the-job training, apprenticeships must not be 
seen as the only option. In construction, skills boot camps 
now offer opportunities at level 2 and above for both new 
adult entrants and upskilling existing employees on high-
quality technical training which last up to 16 weeks. This is 
considerably shorter than an apprenticeship that, with end 
point assessment, lasts at least a year.

There is concern, as raised by the CITB, that 400,000 
additional workers than normal could retire in the next 
five to ten years, compounding pressure on the already 
concerning skills shortage.

There is a role for industry bodies to work with 
housebuilders to provide more attractive work propositions 
with increased workplace benefits and flexible working 
options where possible. This is particularly the case for 

workers close to retirement to try and entice the most 
skilled and experienced workers on-board for longer to help 
maintain employment levels and train the next generations 
of construction experts.

Retention is a key component of development. Most 
construction executives started at the bottom of the industry, 
either onsite or off: Without the ability to retain, this career 
ladder is unavailable. Construction is also quite a fluid job, 
as you may be needed to help other skilled workers and 
therefore end up finding that other role more suitable to 
your passion and expertise. Without companies being able 
to retain you, you may not be able to retrain in that new role.

Retention is also a key driver for people to enter the sector 
as there is not always certainty that roles will exist if learners 
choose to be apprentices in them. Historically, this has 
been an issue, for example the early 1990s recession saw 
construction work and employment drop considerably and 
many viewed it as a career with low job security. Therefore, 
enabling transferable skills and companies who can invest 
in those are imperative, as it gives greater scope for times of 
financial uncertainty.

One contributor noted that most roles are based around 
a simple skill set. Collection of data, following a process, 
breaking down problems, managing individual tasks. 
Perhaps more focus needs to be put into these areas at 
training level to allow for more varied skills to be picked up 
quicker.

With new products come new skills and as such re-training 
can of course be a part of that.

Retaining skills are skills for life, they can be used as 
a platform for further achievement in other skill sets in 
industry. It gives trainees confidence to develop specific and 
life skills throughout their working life.

25
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14. Greater diversity and expanding of the number of 
skilled workers?
 
The Chair of a LEP Skills Advisory Panel fed into this 
response that one company has developed their own 
“White Paper” on delivering virtual work experience; this 
illustrates how educational outreach is changing and can 
reach wider and more diverse cohorts. This also sets out 
the company’s ambitions to help create a more diverse 
workforce and addressing issues such as the gender 
imbalance. Their virtual work experience offer has been 
successful and they have recently launched an initiative with 
their supply chain to encourage them to supply the same 
model. It will also be embedded on larger value projects. 
The Chair has noted that the sector needs to engage with 
all ages to bring about change, so reaching adults as well  
as young people is a priority and SMEs also need support  
to cover their costs and time in delivering such engagement.

There is no doubt that the industry can grow diversity in 
the sector through using apprenticeships to bring in new 
colleagues. The reality as we all know is that the sector is 
not very diverse and traditional recruitment approaches 
normally means recruiting colleagues already working in the 
sector, which is less than 20% female. When one business 
recruits for apprentices they have chosen, generally 
speaking, to recruiting people from outside of the sector 
and found that their recruitment was nearly 40% female.

A Trade Body noted that, at present, women and those 
from BAME backgrounds are strongly underrepresented 
in the construction sector. Women only represent 10.9% of 
those in construction and it is estimated only 1% of those 
are on the tools of a job site. More needs to be done to 
encourage greater numbers of people more generally into 
the sector. This can partly be achieved through government 
led campaigns and improvements to suggested career 
routes in education. But industry needs to understand it 
has a significant and pro-active role to play in ensuring 
construction is a positive and inclusive work environment.

It was noted that raising standards and developing skill sets 
can be transferable to general work-related opportunities. 
By broadening the spectrum internationally to countries 
that currently have limited opportunities, an exchange of 
knowledge from experienced workers provides a platform 
for people willing to learn.

A Trade Association stated that in terms of diversity, 
construction is a very open place, but many people view 
it as an on-site sector, which is broadly true but there are 
thousands of different roles which are either entirely, or 
mostly offsite. There are also many roles and skills which 
are not viewed as construction, such as within biodiversity 
or drone flying but are integral to the sector. These can be 
standalone skills, or skills alongside existing roles.

The construction sector has historically performed behind 
the trend for underrepresented groups but at one business 
their focus is on establishing a diverse workforce and 
reaping the benefits this can bring.

Gender is a noticeable area where this gap remains, and 
a repositioning and realignment of skills and apprentice 
training should be used to broaden the skills base and 
attract more female talent where there is a notable shortage 
across the sector.

Ambassador programmes, as alluded to in question 6, 
should actively prioritise using female construction workers 
and recent female graduates as part of their schemes, and 
should pay heed to more flexible working options as a way 
of encouraging greater uptake.

A view from a trade body was that the whole industry needs 
to be supported to operate a more inclusive culture to 
encourage new entrants at every stage of their career and 
retain skilled workers. Addressing mental health challenges 
across the industry needs to be at the centre of this 
approach.

One business said it is proud of its ongoing work in 
promoting female talent as a Platinum Member of Women 
into Construction, a leading not-for-profit organisation 
that promotes gender equality in construction. Across 
the businesses, they are working hard to meet the UK 
National Equality Standard for 40% of our workforce to be 
represented by women by 2025; an ambitious but essential 
target.

One business noted that they have an equal opportunity 
approach and this has actually delivered a very diverse 
workforce; the policy is truly embedded in the company.

In some of the newer skills areas such as retrofitting, BIM 
etc. there are many ‘cleaner’ jobs which might appeal more 
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to a wider range of individuals with different skills and 
interests, for example digital skills, planning and assessing 
skills etc.

Diversity and fresh perspectives give rise to innovation 
and new ideas. It is vital for the construction industry to 
ensure the growth of a diverse and inclusive culture for its 
betterment. When sourcing new talent, it is important the 
construction industry is wide ranging in its engagement 
across schools and universities across all areas of the UK, 
to ensure it is generating talent with a range of experiences 
and backgrounds. The increase in women in the sector the 
past few years has shown progress, but we must continue 
to increase the possibilities and opportunities so more 
consider construction as a viable career path.

15. How can Government best support House Builders?

In a reference back to a previous report by the APPG, one 
Trade Body felt Government needed to reform planning. As 
identified, the cost of training is part of running a business 
and workers are assets to be nurtured but unless there is a 
pipeline of work, housebuilders cannot afford to train and 
retain new staff.

Bringing pipeline certainty back to housebuilders would 
also meet another government agenda of having a greater 
directly employed workforce, as 49% of constructors are 
self-employed. For many, this will hinder their ability to 
retrain, or learn new skills, as they do not have the certainty 
of a company above them to keep paying salaries.

It is the schools and colleges that need to know more 
about MMC and the new ways of working and thus need 
to excite and encourage pupils to come into the industry. 
The housebuilders must then have programmes that reflect 
these new methods to show that they too are changing

Another view was that the Government should put together 
a working party on these issues from all the sectors of the 
industry and provide the lead by chairing the forum.

To raise standards, one suggestion was to first of all regulate 
various skill sectors. Presently, only gas and electricity have 
independent or fully accredited schemes. The remainder 
of industry relies heavily on “trade bodies” and it was 
suggested that their commercial interests often surpass best 
practice requirements. 

A submission from a college felt better funding for FE 
Colleges will open up far more possibilities for training in 
construction skills. Most colleges describe having to choose 
between delivering to adult or younger learners, or limiting 
student numbers overall on construction courses as they 
simply do not have sufficient teachers to meet demand. 

Capital funding to expand workshops and provide new 
specialist teaching facilities (eg in Modern Methods of 
Construction) would enable colleges to teach for the 
skills needed tomorrow, not just today. Subsidising 
apprenticeship wages and travel to make apprenticeships 
more affordable for employers would also assist in many 
cases. National initiatives like Skills Bootcamps are often too 
tightly ringfenced to meet wider skills needs. 

As well as there being many stipulations about the level 
and length of qualifications, the bidding process is hugely 
onerous and providers in the recent round had only five 
weeks to place a bid. Funders then announce successful 
providers six months later - and just one month before 
delivery needs to commence! Finding the physical and 
human resource to deliver at four weeks’ notice is almost 
impossible but cannot be secured without a firm contract.

As alluded to in Q3, FE providers remain beset by funding 
challenges and funding uncertainty that affects the delivery 
of construction training programmes. In order to drive long 
term certainty, the Government should provide funding 
solutions that are supported with a minimum duration 
of three years in order to allow businesses and training 
providers to plan and invest for the long run. Specifically, 
Government should underwrite existing construction 
infrastructure in colleges so this training function is 
preserved and ringfenced.

Although increased support is one avenue, there 
are easy win solutions through addressing the mixed 
picture of funding, responsibility, and decision-making 
processes relating to the various Government agencies, 
including the Department for Education (DfE), Education 
and Skills Funding Agency (ESFA), and the Institution for 
Apprenticeships and Technical Education (IfATE). This also 
extends to the professional bodies, including the Institution 
of Civil Engineers (ICE), Chartered Institute of Building 
(CIOB), Home Builders Federation (HBF), and the Royal 
Institute for Chartered Surveyors (RICS), all of whom are 
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missing the opportunity to call for industry-wide ‘buy in’ on 
skills. One solution is to hold members accountable on their 
commitments to supporting skills and training by signing up 
to a charter setting out ambitious commitments in this area.
Overall, this fragmentation is causing unnecessary confusion 
for employers and businesses alike. For FE providers, the 
uncertain funding – as well as policy direction – leaves 
many providers unable to make long term business plans 
and design curriculums to meet advanced industry needs. 
In turn, this uncertainty hampers providers’ abilities to retain 
and recruit staff.

The industry has been calling out for some time from 
Government to provide more clarity and understanding on 
the Apprenticeship Levy Scheme and spending to help 
streamline policy direction and funding. If the Government 
remains unsure on the policy direction itself, it should not 
expect businesses to follow easily. The primary underlying 
question is whether the Levy should be supporting new 
entrants or development of the existing workforce (or 
perhaps both?). If the former is true, then there should be
 a focus on supporting access to apprenticeship training for 
non-levy paying employers. In our experience, the recovery 
of grants or payments from the Levy has also  
been identified as an issue. This can be remedied by 
making it simple, quick, and practical for small businesses  
to recover costs.

Government should look to intervene to resolve 
reservations around the Register of Apprentice Training 
Providers (RoATP) where there is a conflict of interest and 
undermining of the grades awarded by Ofsted. There has 
been concern that a number of providers have been able to 
be registered without proven history of apprentice training, 
while others with proven track records and high ratings 
from Ofsted were unable to register, raising question marks 
around the entry process and registration requirements 
which should be reviewed at a higher level by Government.
There is a serious problem with a lack of opportunities and 
pathways for apprentices. At present, projects are fulfilled 
by micro groups or “one man band” operations where 
small groupings of professionals are subcontracted to a 
business which is itself subcontracted to a larger developer 
or contractor that doesn’t carry a workforce therefore has 
no structures in place for apprenticeship training. Moreover, 
there is little incentive for self-employed tradespeople 
themselves to hire or invest in an apprentice when the 

apprentice is able to work for their employer for equal or, 
more commonly, improved pay and career development 
opportunities.

A trade body giving evidence believes that it is important to 
not lose sight of how the Apprenticeship Levy has helped 
galvanise the apprenticeship programme here in England. 
The investment in the apprenticeship programme - driven 
by the levy - has nearly doubled, and it was positive to see 
another £170m commitment in last year’s Spending Review.
Too often, we see a frustrating confusion between the levy 
itself and the ‘levy-system’. Refinement is needed in the 
system, not a full overhaul of the Apprenticeship Levy itself. 
More recently, the Chancellor has committed substantial 
funds for trebling the number of places on traineeship 
programmes and the National Skills Fund has seen a 
significant injection of new cash on Skills Bootcamps and 
the level 3 adult offer.

At one SME House Builder, apprentices working for their 
subcontractors receive proper training, but beyond this 
there is no obligation or requirement for a developer 
or contractor to train an apprentice. There is, therefore, 
a noticeable opportunity for Government to impose an 
obligation scheme at the planning level (S106), this cost can 
then be passed down to the primary sub-contractors who 
would factor this into their costings.

Funding should also be used by Government as part of 
a wholesale review into the ‘apprentice training agency’ 
model to help fund the administrative costs of Apprentice 
Training Agencies (ATAs) that are critical in ensuring a 
continuous flow of apprentices in construction and other 
critical industries.

The sharing of the Apprenticeship Levy is an opportunity for 
ATAs to be revitalised and Government should be actively 
working to promote innovative projects in levy sharing to 
support funding being distributed to regions and industries. 
There also remains uncertainty around the levy transfer 
process which Government should aim to simplify so that 
risk is removed for levy-paying employers, and bureaucracy 
is minimised for non-levy payers.
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16. Current problems and difficulty of getting non UK 
workers?

A Trade Body stated that their members have invested 
more than £500 million in R&D and creating new factories 
since 2017. Their collective focus is to support the domestic 
labour market as well as Government’s ambitions to Level 
Up. The majority of jobs in traditional housebuilding are, by 
necessity, in the country’s booming housing markets. 

Some 33% of UK construction businesses are based in the 
South East of England. Modular construction can use the 
nation’s buoyant housing markets to drive employment 
in other parts of the country supporting the levelling up 
agenda. Modular housing factories are already operating 
across the North of England and the Midlands creating 
thousands of new skilled jobs in the last 4 years. Members 
are currently delivering homes in London from factories in 
Yorkshire.

Businesses have created thousands of new UK based jobs 
in the last 4 years. However, there is currently a shortage 
of skilled individuals available in the industry. This has led 
to a substantial increase in the cost of construction, and a 
lack of experienced people available within the industry. 
The high volume of retirement out of the sector combined 
with the shortage of overseas workers is compounding this 
issue. As demonstrated by the scale of their investment 
in UK factories, facilities, workforces, and skills modular 
developers are committed to the UK. However, as we train 
up a UK workforce there is a requirement to recruit people 
from outside of the UK to bridge the current skills gap. 
To meet housing demand, we will need to increase the 
emphasis on re-training people in construction for the UK, 
and in the short to medium term enabling the workforce to 
be supplemented from outside of the country. 

Post referendum, the Government was recommended 
to invest in both training construction apprentices and a 
temporary visa, so that industry could be prepared for the 
inevitable leaving of non-UK workers. They neither did this 
or increased the pipeline of work for those who train and 
this has created the major shortfall in workers we see today, 
with even the Mayor of London asking for construction visas.

This Trade Body has been making a temporary visa 
recommendation since the referendum and has worked 
with British and Irish Trading Alliance (BITA) on a policy 

recommendation where a 24-month visa for non-UK 
workers would go hand in hand with matched funding to 
train a British worker in that same field. The scheme could 
also be varied with a longer visa and instead of matched 
funding, the company could take on and complete that 
same apprentice role within four years of the visa worker’s 
contract beginning.

The Construction Leadership Council (CLC) is due to discuss 
BITA’s temporary visa proposal during 2022
As noted earlier, over the last three years the number of 
migrants working in construction has fallen by 15%. We 
are yet to see how employers (predominantly SMEs) will 
engage with the new migration system, making it even more 
important to expand a skilled domestic workforce to meet 
demand.

Workers outside the UK have a greater acceptance of 
alternative products because the markets there are more 
receptive to new products and processes hence why we 
use them here.
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By contrast, one member said that they have worked in 
construction for 40 years and can honestly say that they 
have only occasionally worked with overseas workers. 
(“Maybe it’s only me working in the South / South West.”) 
Training issues have a more noticeable effect with an 
ageing workforce and fewer youngsters visible on sites, an 
example of this is bricklayers with approximately 80% over 
40 (in one respondent’s experience).

A finance member noted that engaging with their 
housebuilder clients, they are saying many subcontractors 
no longer invest in on-the-job-training, which results in a 
struggle to attract adequate resource on building sites. 
Additionally, the opportunity for a long-term career path is 
not shown to younger tradespeople and apprentices who 
prefer not to finish their training but instead opt-in for semi-
skilled work as they’re able to start earning money more 
quickly. In turn, this could lead to poorer quality of work.

Another view was that the inability to get workers from 
outside of the UK should not be an issue. More needs 
to be done to train candidates already based here. The 
question was put: “With 1.4million unemployed surely this 
is not about numbers and more about incentivising people 
into the construction field?” Subsidised training to help get 
you above minimum wage whilst under full time training and 
learning.

A consultant felt that we have lost such a large part of the 
workforce through Brexit and the Pandemic. UK migration 
was in the hundreds of thousands with no impact on the 
unemployment rate. This availability of labour has ceased, 
and during the pandemic many overseas workers ‘went 
home’ and have not returned to the UK.

A lack of adequate training is a huge part of the current 
skills shortage. Short courses are no substitute for 

apprenticeships. It does not promote pride or long-term 
presence in any particular sector.

17. SME House Builders potential initiatives?

One SME House Builder felt that the industry as a whole 
needs to work with the Nationals as they believe it should 
be led by the whole sector, not just SMEs, if it is to be 
successful.

SME housebuilders could form employer panels that act in 
an advisory capacity to colleges and other skills providers. 
They could even work together to develop trailblazer 
apprenticeship standards that will best meet their training 
needs.

One member stated that to improve skills and training, there 
are two initiatives that are still in their infancy but have the 
potential to provide Modular house builders with the skills 
they need – T Levels and Flexi-Apprenticeships. 

T Levels offer an opportunity for a new pathway to skilled 
employment in the construction sector. By providing a three-
month placement in industry for the learner, they offer some 
work-based learning which could provide a stepping-stone 
to employment or a level 3-4 apprenticeship in the sector. 
These could be well-suited to construction by beginning 
to prepare young people with the practical skills needed 
to enter the workplace, and industry placements can be 
structured to reflect the demands of, for example, project-
based work in construction.

Flexi-job apprenticeships, announced by the Government 
as part of its programme of Levelling Up initiatives, can 
support the need to fill this skills gaps, whilst recognising 
that not all employers will be in the position to take on an 
apprentice, full-time. Many manufacturing and engineering 



31

apprenticeship standards are up to four years. This is a 
significant commitment and investment in both time and 
resource. Our latest data shows that due to the profound 
impact of the pandemic, less than half of manufacturers 
(47%) have recruited an engineering or manufacturing 
apprentice in the last 12 months, and only 32% in other parts 
of their business. This is far lower than usual. However, once 
demand and economic conditions improve, almost 6 in 10 
manufacturers are looking to recruit an apprentice in the 
next 12 months.

The future success of the construction industry will 
depend on understanding and embedding new skills in 
net zero, digitisation, modern methods of construction, 
and management and leadership. Government market 
investment, regulatory triggers, and procurement will all play 
a vital role in ensuring industry confidence and investment 
in the right skills at the right time.

One contributor advocated greater facilitated joint working 
to allow trainees to get a more rounded on-site project 
experience while training.

With a greater number of companies feeding into the Skills 
Retention Scheme, learners and workers could see greater 
certainty in the construction sector. Colleges could also get 
a greater understanding of industry needs.

Having open days where new learners could come on site 
to experience construction first-hand.

Pushing on facilities, for example the ‘Period Dignity’ 
campaign, which may change the view that construction is 
just for men.

18. Any other policy initiative needed?

Many submissions felt that planning reform is the key to 
changing how learners enter and stay in the sector but not 
just on new build. 

The Government has a retrofitting challenge and, currently, 
it is not appreciating the transferable skills which can be 
adopted across new build and existing housing; particularly 
in respect of environmental solutions, such as heating and 
hot water installation, air quality improvements with MVHR, 
EV charging technology, electrical works, for example 
moving from single phase to the more accommodating 

for increased electrical needs, three phase, and building 
principles, such as high quality window fitting.

There are also traditional works and techniques, such as 
building in stone, retaining and converting existing buildings 
and heritage skills which are in desperate need and very 
little non-UK labour can deliver due to the specific nature of 
our buildings.

One solution could therefore be to have a National Retrofit 
Policy Framework (NRPF), which would make certain types 
of energy efficient works permitted development, therefore 
negating the need to apply for planning permission.

It could also reduce the VAT on certain retrofit works and 
materials, for example, in traditional build, so that there is a 
signal to the market and consumers that there are sustained 
opportunities and affordable works available. These 
works and materials could be identified by the relevant 
organisations, such as Historic England.

The Government could also speed up plans to introduce 
a Building Renovation Passport, so that consumers 
understand what their homes could achieve, or what works 
are required, including allowing them to plan a timeline for 
that.

Many felt that construction workers should be added to 
the key worker list to promote our sector and the recent 
Government announcement on training yet again devalued 
the worth of the sector and the skills required.

A SME House Builder suggested to promote work and 
life skills in tandem. They cited an example. The Football 
League through the seventies, eighties and nineties, paid 
little or no attention to a young person’s development. If 
players did not make the grade, they were cast aside and 
left to their own devices for their future. In recent years, 
with the development of “Academies” the focus on not just 
football but to general life skills and life beyond football is 
high priority. This concept could and should be introduced 
to construction and other industries. Funding is needed, of 
course but within one or two generations, we could return to 
being a respected nation of highly skilled workers, willing to 
exchange knowledge. 
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Several members felt that there was much greater need for 
increased and concerted political will to do it.

The apprenticeship off-the-job training requirement has long 
been cited by employers across all sectors as a key barrier 
to participation since 2017. The legislation requires that 
off-the-job must be part of the apprenticeship, although it is 
the Education Skills Funding Agency (ESFA) that stipulates 
that this must be “at least 20%” of contracted time. A 
responding trade body supports the need for high-quality 
off-the-job training but believes several flexibilities around 
off-the-job training should still be considered. Maths and 
English training time should be included as off-the-job 
training. Currently, apprentices needing maths and English 
have to have additional study time, which makes them less 
productive to their employers. As a result, some employers 
will not recruit apprentices needing maths and English. This 
has a wider impact on the social mobility of those individuals 
already disadvantaged.

It was recommended by a trade body that a cap on 
the amount of off-the-job training is required, based on 
the average working week for apprentices. Currently, 
apprentices have to undertake different amounts of off-the-
job hours based on their contracted working time. For some 
apprentices, this could be as much as an extra 100 extra 
hours per year that they are on their apprenticeship over 
peers working on the same apprenticeship standard, just 
because of their employment contract. This is neither logical 
nor fair.

One view was an increased flexibility in the use of 
apprenticeships and moving away from rules like 20% off-
the-job would be beneficial and would increase take up. 

The link between colleges and employers could be further 
developed. Companies within construction must pay the 
CITB levy. This applies to all employers ‘engaged wholly 
or mainly in construction industry activities’. In other words, 
when construction activities take up more than half of your 
total employees’ time (including subcontractors). 

The Levy was introduced to support construction employers 
to make sure the industry has the skilled workforce it needs. 
However, since then the Government has introduced the 
Apprenticeship Levy, which requires employers with a pay 
bill of over £3million to pay 0.5% of their pay bill that towards 
the Apprenticeship Levy. While a Levy-paying employer 
can then access these funds via a digital account to pay for 
apprenticeship provision this is not always easy. There are 
limitations as to what the funds can be spent on, who the 
funds can be spent on, as well as a cap on how much of 
those funds can be spent on each apprenticeship standard. 
For this reason, many employers find themselves with 
unspent Levy funds despite demand for apprenticeships 
and wider training. 

One trade body therefore supports calls to give greater 
flexibility to employers that pay the Apprenticeship Levy. 
This could include using a part of an employer’s Levy 
contribution towards the wage costs of the apprentice and/
or capital equipment that is required to support both the set 
up and on-going training of the Apprentice. Moreover, there 
is a need for a wider review into the Apprenticeship Levy, 
including how it interacts with the CITB Levy in partnership 
to solve the challenges.
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1. Early Intervention at schools, especially in the area 
of careers advice, where apprenticeships are barely 
mentioned and are often seen as secondary to university, 
on which schools are often measured, rather than 
apprenticeships.

2. Great need to teach educators at an early stage as to 
the massive opportunities of apprenticeships. If young 
people get this information/messaging at the earliest 
possible age, this will mean they can make more informed 
and rewarding choices when they leave school and begin 
their work journey.

3. Communication as to how the House Building Sector 
has changed; now safer, cleaner and with modern ways  
of construction.

4. Need for Government to better grasp and understand 
the use of social media as a way of winning hearts and 
minds of potential younger employees.

5. Five years on from the Government focusing on 
resetting the Apprenticeship Agenda, this now needs 
adjusting and resetting once again, learning from the 
previous missed opportunities and engaging with SME 
House Builders to understand how best to deliver the 
updated strategy.

6. Better working together of the ‘representative 
organisations’ in the industry, being prepared to drop egos 
and work together for the benefit of SME House Builders.

7. The better teaching of people who have the skills to be 
able to teach others that do not. Too many existing skills 
within the SME House Building community are lost when 
highly skilled people move on/retire/die. This vault of 
experience needs to be utilised much more effectively.

8. A greater understanding of what apprenticeships are, 
what they can deliver and examples of the success and 
‘good’ that has stemmed from them.

9. Awarding qualifications and grades that are linked to 
the skills needed by industry is vital, in order to ensure that 
the teaching in colleges matches what is needed by SME 
House Builders.

10. Recruitment of educators is the key theme which 
ran through virtually all contributions. Currently, college 
budgets mean that they cannot compete with the salaries 
available in schools, let alone the private sector. Without 
effective tutors, who teaches the apprentices and house 
builders of the future?

11. Many submissions felt that planning reform is the key 
to changing how learners enter and stay in the sector. A 
clearer view from Government on the future of planning 
would be helpful.

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS OF THE APPG FOR SME HOUSE BUILDERS ON HOW 
WE CAN WORK EVEN BETTER TO BUILD MORE HOMES.

For further information, please contact the Secretariat to the APPG, at  
secretariat@APPGSMEHousebuilders.org
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