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Abstract

Research commissioned by construction company Mace suggests that the UK could

realise enormous financial gains if construction boosted its productivity the way

manufacturing has done, and Mace calls on the government to make that happen.

However, this article proposes that real construction productivity improvement is

impossible under the current contracting business model because the twinned tensions

of functional fragmentation and cost-competitive tendering prevent the necessary

investment in capacity growth. Using what is known about troubled Carillion projects,

such as the Royal Liverpool University Hospital, it argues that not only did Carillion fail

because of these tensions, but that government colludes in perpetuating them. Only

government can disrupt the downward productivity cycle in which industry is trapped.

In the face of the gathering skills crisis, not doing so will lead both to more corporate



 

https://www.tandfonline.com/
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/showPublications?pubType=journal
https://www.tandfonline.com/subjects/built-environment
https://www.tandfonline.com/journals/tcri20
https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/tcri20
https://www.tandfonline.com/toc/tcri20/9/1
https://www.tandfonline.com/toc/tcri20/9/1
https://www.tandfonline.com/journals/tcri20
https://www.tandfonline.com/author/Sweet%2C+Rod
https://doi.org/10.1080/20450249.2018.1447062
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/clickThrough?id=5926&url=%2Fr%2Fsubjectsample-builtenvironment&loc=%2Fdoi%2Fabs%2F10.1080%2F20450249.2018.1447062&pubId=51966024&placeholderId=1074&productId=1798
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/20450249.2018.1447062?scroll=top&needAccess=true
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/figure/10.1080/20450249.2018.1447062?scroll=top&needAccess=true
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/citedby/10.1080/20450249.2018.1447062?scroll=top&needAccess=true
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/metrics/10.1080/20450249.2018.1447062?scroll=top
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/permissions/10.1080/20450249.2018.1447062?scroll=top
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/20450249.2018.1447062
https://www.addtoany.com/share#url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.tandfonline.com%2Fdoi%2Fabs%2F10.1080%2F20450249.2018.1447062&title=Canary%20in%20the%20coal%20mine%3A%20What%20Carillion%E2%80%99s%20collapse%20reveals%20about%20construction%E2%80%99s%20productivity%20conundrum%3A%20Construction%20Research%20and%20Innovation%3A%20Vol%209%2C%20No%201
https://www.tandfonline.com/
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCart?FlowID=1


casualties and the domestic industry’s decreasing ability to build the housing and

infrastructure the country needs.
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