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The building and construction industry occupies a major position in the Australian economy, 
accounting for about one tenth of Gross Domestic Product. The industry covers a diverse 
range of activities including the major sectors of non-residential building construction 
projects, residential construction projects, and civil engineering projects such as roads and 
bridges. The industry is highly segmented both within and across these sectors, reflecting 
many factors including: 

• very different specialist skills and technologies required in the different 
sectors, 

• a highly competitive market with relatively low barriers to entry, 

• geographical diversity resulting from the non-mobility of final products, and 

• a preponderance of small firms and individual contractors whose proportion 
continues to grow. 

This major segmentation of the industry is accompanied by an extremely high level of 
subcontracting. These two factors taken together constitute "industry fragmentation" 
(Buchanan & Sullivan n.d., p. 2), the major feature of this industry. 

The Australian Construction industry has faced several interrelated challenges over the 
decade 1990-2000 centred on the changes in market conditions. Australian construction 
companies have been called upon to be both locally and internationally competitive. In an 
increasingly competitive global environment, characterised by rapid changes in technology, 
work and work organisation, new skill requirements have been and are continually surfacing. 

The early targets of workplace reform were the previously troubled relations between 
employers, employees and unions. Thus, amongst other things, award restructuring resulted 
in the broad banding of many tasks and reduced demarcation of jobs. However, as 
workplace reform evolved, it was increasingly acknowledged that many of the problems in 
the industry involve more than industrial relations issues. More recent workplace reform 
initiatives have aimed at changing relations between businesses within the industry through 
the promotion of, for example, strategic alliances and partnering arrangements at the 
construction project level. However, the main drivers of ongoing reform operate at the big 
end of the industry. As major clients, governments have increased their industrial relations 
performance expectations of contractors. Tenderers on many major government 
construction projects are required to provide project-specific industrial relations plans and 
guidelines covering issues such as dispute resolution and teamwork. Compliance with 
industrial awards and agreements is promoted as preferred practice on private sector 



projects. The hope is that mandatory reforms at the level of larger projects will 'trickle down' 
to all levels of the industry, particularly if they are supported by suitable legislative changes, 
enforcement regimes and educational campaigns. However, the high levels of segmentation 
and fragmentation within the industry mean that reforms achieved in (say) the non-
residential sector may have little impact on (say) the residential sector of the industry. 

Major challenges confronting the construction industry 

The major challenge for the industry is how to resolve the tensions between the rhetoric of 
workplace reform and the reality of growing fragmentation of production. The strategy has 
been to mandate workplace reform for the larger companies, with the expectation that it will 
then permeate the industry via the myriad of subcontractors that they employ. However this 
growing band of small subcontractors are themselves subject to ever increasing pressures 
that ensure that workplace reform is not high on their priorities. In these circumstances, the 
reality has been that the progress of workplace reform is somewhat patchy. Some of the 
approximately 15% of the construction workforce employed by the major contractors appear 
to be experiencing some genuine multiskilling. But this is much less likely for the other 85% 
whose labour is subcontracted. Ever increasing cost pressures and diminishing profit 
margins are encouraging increasing homogenisation of and demand for technical skills that 
are immediately relevant. Current policy seeks to resolve these tensions by promoting a 
'seamless' industry built on stable, ongoing and harmonious relations between the various 
components of the supply chain. Certainly, there are instances of, e.g. the better head 
contractors working well with leading subcontractors. However, there are strong grounds for 
doubting whether such strategic alliances can spread successfully throughout the industry. 

Key skill formation issues for the construction industry 

How have skill formation arrangements been affected by workplace reform? What are the 
important skill formation issues in the construction industry as it enters the new millenium? 

The new training diversity 

Easily the most discussed skill formation issue in the industry is the perceived training 
shortfall. Certainly, skill formation has undergone a major transformation, reflecting not only 
changes within the industry itself, but also a major upheaval in Australia's vocational 
education and training system during the 1990s. Rather than being centred, as formerly, on 
traditional apprenticeships with the off-the-job training component delivered largely by public 
provision (TAFE), skill formation has now been opened up as a market featuring a 
bewildering variety of modularised nationally accredited course offerings available in various 
modes on 'user choice' and 'user pays' bases. This wide diversity of provision and levels of 
courses applies to the construction industry as much to any other. Construction Training 
Australia, the national Industry Training Advisory Body has developed three training 
packages for the industry - Civil Construction, General Construction, and Off-Site 
Construction (details at http://www.nbcitc.com.au). The main function of the training 
packages is to provide a benchmark against which training programs can be validated and 
accredited, and against which trainee attainment can be assessed and certified. The 
nationally endorsed training packages are intended to ensure that the offerings of the myriad 
of providers are of an acceptable standard and relevance to the industry. 

One effect of this diversity that now characterises training arrangements is that a simple 
measure of training investment is no longer available. With no equivalent to "number of 
apprenticeship commencements in the year" being available, the level of the training effort in 
the industry is much harder to quantify. 



Training innovations 

In their study of innovations in skill formation in the construction industry, Buchanan & 
Sullivan found that the "most practical initiatives have come from one of three general 
sources" (n.d., p. 5): 

Category 1. Reforms to the vocational education system. 

Category 2. Institutions, such as skill centres and group training schemes, that coordinate 
employers in the industry. 

Category 3. Site-specific schemes where management and/or unions nurture skill formation 
during the life of the construction project. 

This scheme is a convenient classification of the current complex situation. Besides the 
changed arrangements for entry level training mentioned above, Category 1 also includes 
initiatives to enable school students to complete some components of a construction training 
package as part of their post-compulsory secondary schooling. As well as counting for their 
school leaving certificate, this learning provides them with some experience of the 
construction industry and some advanced standing towards entry level training should they 
choose to work in the industry. Category 1 also includes courses for workers already in the 
industry in areas such as literacy and numeracy. 

A clear outcome of the growing fragmentation of the industry, reflected in the rapid growth of 
small subcontractors, increased labour outsourcing, and increased self-employment, is 
reluctance to invest in apprenticeships. Hence the the declining numbers. The initiatives in 
Buchanan & Sullivan's Category 2 represent a concerted attempt to redress this situation. 
Group training schemes for apprenticeships have been around for a long time. Essentially 
the training scheme coordinates the on-the-job component of an apprenticeship so that the 
apprentice has experience working for a diverse range of sites and employers. Outside of 
the traditional trades, there has been a proliferation of skills centres that seek to provide 
quality training, usually in a combination of off-the-job and on-the-job modes. The on-the-job 
component usually involves several work sites so that the trainee gains a good grounding in 
their field. In both kinds of initiatives their success obviously depends greatly on the work of 
skilled intermediaries. These intermediaries play the crucial role of coordinating and gaining 
the confidence of the trainees, the training providers and the companies involved. 

Buchanan & Sullivan's Category 3 refers to innovative approaches to training that are an 
integral part of large building and construction projects from their inception. They provide 
several examples that arose from "the vision of a forward thinking project manager and/or as 
a result of collective bargaining with unions prior to such projects commencing" (Buchanan & 
Sullivan n.d., p. 9). As well, site-based training initiatives are commonly required on large 
public projects. Sometimes the focus is on the training needs of that project. In other cases, 
where the required skills are fairly readily available, the focus of the training might be more 
on the local community. 

These innovations suggest that the training picture is becoming more complex. The 
traditional indicator of training effort, with its focus on absolute numbers of trainees receiving 
one kind of formal training, apprenticeship, has potentially bad consequences. First it 
focuses on quantity of training rather than its quality. Second it renders invisible other 
avenues of skill formation, such as effective on-the-job learning. With the industry 
undergoing such profound changes, it may no longer be relevant to continually analyse the 
situation in terms of old-style conceptions of training. While current structural changes may 



inhibit training, as traditionally conceived, perhaps the time has come for us to adopt new 
conceptions of training. 

Generic (or soft) skills -a challenge to technicist conceptions of skill 

In common with other trade-based industries, there is a strong tendency in the building and 
construction industry to employ a narrow and mechanistic notion of skills. Yet any close 
analysis of the workplace reforms that have occurred in the industry point to the growing 
importance of broader generic (or ‘soft’) skills such as teamwork, communication and 
planning and organising. Of course it is possible to adopt simplistic views of generic skills. 
For instance, it is a truism that building and construction work has always involved 
teamwork. No doubt, in many parts of the industry nothing much has changed in relation to 
teamwork since before workplace reform came along. However there are also cases where 
teams were given genuine responsibilities and decision making powers. This arrangement 
would seem to require workers to develop new skills, for instance in taking responsibility and 
making decisions. 

However the crucial point is that if generic skills are emerging as a training issue in the 
construction industry, then they represent a real challenge to how training is generally 
viewed in the industry. All phases of the Hager et al (2001) research project found that the 
dominant view of training was that it is something that occurs in separate training rooms 
away from the actual construction work. Typical examples are the two and a half hours 
OHS&R induction courses, held in the training shed, that are mandatory for all workers 
including subcontractors before they commence working on the site. Research shows that 
such training approaches, by themselves, are very ineffective for generic skills development. 
Instead, easily the best way to learn and expand generic skills repertoires occurs in real 
workplaces, performing authentic activities supervised by a coach or mentor. Such on-the-
job learning works well for OHS&R. Because much of safe work practice involves use of 
generic skills, OHS&R training room sessions need to be followed up with mentored 
practice. Training and learning need to be much more integrated with the experience of 
working. Otherwise what was presented in the training room will inevitably remain distant 
from real work performance. Or worse, work practice will even frequently contradict safety 
principles. 

This integrated approach to training and working is supported by the well established 
research evidence that generic skills cluster and are highly contextually sensitive (e.g. Moy 
1999. Similar results for the building and construction industry were found in the Hager et al 
2001 project). This means that teamwork, e.g., clusters with other generic skills such as 
communication and planning. It is also very sensitive to context. This means that teamwork 
will vary in subtle but significant ways from team to team across sites, and even on the one 
site. Both clustering and contextuality are illustrated by the well known fact that teamwork 
can range from loosely working with others to being in a team with real power and 
responsibilities. Thus generic skills are somewhat slipperier that the mechanistic notions of 
skill that have shaped traditional training assumptions in the construction industry. Skilled 
deployment of generic skills is not so much about possessing individual skills as having the 
capacity to produce coordinated clusters of these skills to suit the particular circumstances. 
Such skilled performance grows not from sessions in training rooms, but from reflective, 
experience-based practice. 

Conclusion 

Although workplace reform has made major progress in the building and construction 
industry, the stage has been reached where further progress is doubtful without a more 
sophisticated approach to workplace learning and training. Though the industry has 



succeeded to some extent in integrating new kinds of work organisation, innovations in 
technology, and innovations in employee commitment, participation and remuneration, the 
missing ingredient is innovative skill formation practices. 
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