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ABSTRACT 

 

This report aims to discuss what makes leadership effective and the relevance leadership has 

to the construction industry. The Chartered Institute of Building (CIOB) produced a report 

entitled ñLeadership in the construction industryò which made several conclusions. This 

report tests some of those inclusions in the context of a specific, successful company Laing 

OôRourke. 

 

Initially the analysis was conducted by producing a literature review on current theories in 

leadership and leader development. Questionnaires were designed, partially based upon the 

CIOB report. The survey was then completed by a sample from Laing OôRourke 

Infrastructure engineering staff as well as a sample of students from Loughborough 

University Civil and Building Engineering department. The two surveys allowed comparison 

and different priorities were displayed by the different levels of experience. The Laing 

OôRourke sample was then compared to the findings of the CIOB report and several 

comparisons made. The CIOB report was based on a flawed questionnaire design and this is 

demonstrated within this report. 

 

The results show that although in several areas such as education and training, needs are being 

met in terms of development more can be done in other areas. Clear direction and the 

opportunity to undertake different roles will have a great beneficiary effect on the 

development of leaders. 

 

Laing OôRourke have implemented several strategies which have the potential to create great 

leaders with Ray OôRourke providing inspiration from the top.
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1. INTRODUCTION  

Leadership is essential in the success of virtually everything we do, from the successful 

running of a company to the completion of the projects that those companies undertake. In 

Civil Engineering the demands for good leadership is, if anything, greater. It is a ñhigh risk, 

low marginò (Bristol University, 2009) industry. A recent study by the Chartered Institute of 

Building (CIOB, 2008), entitled ñLeadership in the construction industryò, concluded that 

there is a lack of leadership within construction. The CIOB found 14% of respondents felt 

there was no leadership within their company, and 18% from large companies were not 

developed in any way and the only practising professional that could be named in the top five 

industry leaders is Ray OôRourke, Chairman and CEO of Laing OôRourke, the second largest 

contractor in the UK (Hansford, 2008). The number one response was actually ñnone/donôt 

knowò. It was identified that although 65% of leaders were promoted internally, almost 80% 

of participants felt that leadership skills were transferrable between industries, implying that 

the construction industry may be too narrow minded in assuming that they need someone with 

construction experience to succeed. 

 

There is much anecdotal evidence regarding ñold schoolò foremen on site, shouting and 

bawling till the work is done. The idea of the construction site still conjures up an image for 

many of a place of high stress and unhappy workers. However as leadership theory and 

practises have been developed, it seems that today the most effective method is not to push 

people as hard as possible.  
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1.1 Aims and Objectives 

 

The aims of the report are to look at what makes an effective leader and whether there are 

specific traits that make great leaders within the construction industry. To achieve this, the 

study will be broken into several parts: 

 Assess the types and quality of leadership within Laing OôRourke. 

 Discuss whether Laing OôRourkeôs success can be attributed to their leadership. 

 Discuss whether the leadership styles could be applied elsewhere and replicate Laing 

OôRourkeôs success. 

 The findings of the study will be compared with the CIOB report to discover whether their 

conclusions are valid within a successful company. 

 The comparison and analysis of the results will produce the basis of a leadership development 

programme which would indicate how a construction firm should look to train its employees 

to best effect. 

1.2 Anticipated Outcomes 

 

 The methods used to complete these objectives are more fully described in section 3. In 

summary a literature review was conducted, a questionnaire was completed by Laing 

OôRourke staff and interviews were used to develop more insight into the issues. A similar 

questionnaire to the one posed to Laing OôRourke staff was asked of Civil Engineering 

students from Loughborough University to provide a comparison group.  
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The report will cover the follow sections: 

Literature review  

The literature review will initially discuss how we define leadership and whether this should 

be kept separate from management. It will continue to review some of the major theories on 

leadership and motivation such as McGregor X and Y theory and Johariôs Window and how 

these can apply in the construction industry. Why we need to develop leaders and what we 

can do to develop them as people in a social context rather than just as an isolated position is 

reviews as well as forms of leadership training available. The literature review will close by 

looking at the ñLaing OôRourke Wayò and what specifically Laing OôRourke have done to set 

up differently. 

Methodology 

The methodology is concerned primarily with the design of the questionnaire for the Laing 

OôRourke and student samples. It also covers the interview questions and literature review. 

Results and analysis 

The results from the surveys will be compared in great detail and contrasted with the findings 

of the CIOB (2008) report. Pertinent points developed from the interviews will also be 

included. 

Conclusion  

The conclusion will discuss where Laing OôRourke fit in the framework of models established 

within the literature review. Strong results from the survey and interview will be discussed. 

The final section will also mention areas that have been missed within this study and how the 

project could be taken on to develop further information. 
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2 Literature Review 

2.1 Introduction 

One of the complex aspects when researching leadership as a topic is the lack of consensus of 

a definition of leadership. Most people can identify certain individuals as good, and perhaps 

even great, leaders, but to critically analyse this quality and define what exactly it is that 

makes great leaders is a task with no absolute answer. There is a mass of literature which tries 

to define leadership but each new publication brings a different perspective. Unfortunately 

much of that literature is not specific to any industry and contains a ñone size fits allò 

approach and relatively little looks at development of leadership and leaders (Day et al, 2004). 

This chapter will discuss the following: 

Å What is the definition of leadership and does it differ from management? 

Å How important is leadership as a skill is to the construction industry? 

Å What is good leadership? 

Å How can leadership be developed? 

2.2 Defining Leadership 

 

There are a large number of definitions of leadership, with each new study seemingly taking a 

new perspective (Stogdill, 1974, Day et al. 2004). In Life Skills and Leadership for Engineers, 

Goldberg (1995) describes good leadership as ñeasy to recognise and hard to describeò. 

Rather than try to pinpoint specific skills he lists a number of dos and donôts of leadership: 

Å Praise the praiseworthy 

Å Be cautious in criticism 

Å Lead, donôt dump 

Å Talk, donôt write 

Å Prefer the simple to the complex 
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Å Set objectives and expectations 

Å Have a vision 

 

However in teaching leadership it is not particularly useful to tell prospective leaders to ñhave 

visionò. Though as Bolden, et al. (2003) state there must be ñserious reservations over the 

extent to which a set of standards, qualities or competencies can ever fully capture the nature 

of what makes some leaders/organisations successful and others unsuccessfulò. 

 

However a common consensus is that leadership is not the same as management. Much of the 

discussion seems centred on the article by Zaleznik (1998) which makes several comparisons 

between leaders and managers: 
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Trait  Leaders Managers 

Personality 

Leadership is a more 

individual effort. 

A managerôs role is to 

organise people and tasks, 

using hard work, persistence 

and goodwill. 

Attitudes toward goals: 

Leaders are seen to be 

proactive rather than 

reactive generating new 

ideas and changing how 

people think. 

Managers ñadopt impersonal 

attitudes towards goalsò, 

reacting to situations within 

the rules and alongside 

company policy. 

Conceptions of work: 

Leaders do not limit choices 

but open ideas up to create 

exciting new forms of 

progress. Leaders 

ñsometimes react to mundane 

work as to an afflictionò. 

Managers forge compromises 

between the ideas and people 

that are coming together to 

try and achieve common 

goals. Managers are more 

risk averse 

Relations with others 

Leaders ask a different set of 

questions ï instead of how to 

make the decisions, what are 

the decisions to be made? 

Leaders generate a more 

unpredictable, emotional 

atmosphere. 

Managers prefer working 

with others but have low 

emotional involvement with 

their work. They see 

situations as either win-win  

or win-lose (which they are 

continually trying to change 

into win-win situations). 

Table 1 - Comparison of leader and manager attributes 
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However Adair (2005) argues that the debate on leaders vs. managers is a ñwild goose chaseò 

and that defining a personôs leadership role is less important than the leadership attributes 

they have. It could be argued that managers should be leaders but not necessarily all leaders 

are managers. This report will use the term manager interchangeably as a term for the leader 

of a group. 

2.3 The ñLeadership in the construction industryò report 

 

One of the flaws within the CIOB report (2008) was that many of the questions asked for a 

single response as the ñmostò important from a list. This may give a false view as to how 

important any particular item is given that if one item was seen as most important by 50% and 

unimportant by 50% it would appear to be more important than another choice rated most 

important by 40% and second most important by 100% of respondents. 

2.4 Existing theories 

 

This section looks at a number of major theories and models regarding leadership and 

motivation. 

2.4.1 Action-Centred Leadership Model 

 

The action-centred leadership model, or three circle model (as shown in Figure 1) is used by 

Adair (2005) to describe his group or functional approach to leadership.  
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Task Team 

Individual 

Figure 1 ï Action-Centred Leadership Model 

 

In essence Adair says that all team have three sets of needs: 

Å Needs that maintain the team as a working unit 

Å Indiv idual needs that come from each person within the group 

Å Need to fulfil the task in hand 

 

In order to achieve these three needs a leader must fulfil certain functions rather than have 

specific skills. These functions are more important than specific tasks (Day, 2004) and are 

listed by Adair as being ñmore or lessò: 

Å Planning: Defining the task and forming a plan. 

Å Initiating : Briefing the team on the task, setting individual tasks and team standards. 

Å Controlling : Maintaining standards and ensuring action is taken. 

Å Supporting: Encouraging and disciplining the team/individuals as necessary. Creating 

team spirit or resolving differences. 
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Å Informing : Clarifying information. Conveying/accepting new information to/from the 

team. 

Å Evaluating: Evaluating new ideas and team performance. Enabling self assessment. 

2.4.2 Tannenbaum and Schmidtôs Leadership Continuum 

 

Tannenbaum and Schmidtôs leadership continuum was developed in 1973 and answered 

criticism of much of the early research into leadership which gave very black and white 

answers to the question of leadership (Bolden, et al. 2003). 

Figure 2 - Tannenbaum and Schmidt's leadership continuum 

 

Four major points can be identified as specific leadership styles along the continuum (Bolden, 

et al. 2003): 

Å Telling. At the far left extreme of the continuum staff have no freedom and the 

leadership style is very autocratic.  

Å Selling. As the manager allows subordinates more freedom, the manager sets specific 

goals but will attempt to persuade their followers that it is a good idea. 

Å Consulting. At this point the manager still assumes overall control but will seek for 

input and ideas from his/her followers.  

Use of authority 

Telling Selling Consulting Telling Selling Consulting 

Area of freedom 

Use of authority 

Joining Telling Selling Consulting 
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Å Joining. Joining occurs when the group leader acts more like a chair, laying out the 

problem and allowing the team to come up with their own solutions and helping to facilitate 

the implementation. 

2.4.3 Maslowôs Hierarchy of Needs motivational theory 

 

Maslowôs Hierarchy is one of the most famous and widely published motivational theories. It 

was published in the 1954 and updated in 1970. 

 

Figure 3 - Maslow's hierarchy (Business Balls, Maslow Hierarchy of Needs. [PDF] 

Available at: http://www.businessballs.com/maslowhierarchyofneeds5.pdf) 

 

The premise is that for any level of human need, the prerequisite needs must be satisfied. 

Needs must also be met in order, for example you cannot motivate an individual with the idea 

of promotion (esteem needs) if that individual is under threat of losing their job (safety needs 

and potentially even threatening physiological needs if they may lose their house). 

 

http://www.businessballs.com/maslowhierarchyofneeds5.pdf
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By looking at Figure 3 it is apparent that in order to help a person grow, their esteem needs 

must be met. In order to do this they must be given the responsibility and the status that their 

work deserves. But the individual will not appreciate being given more responsibility if they 

do not have the right networks around them. By providing the right support networks, an 

individual can take on more responsibility and improve. 

2.4.4 McGregorôs X and Y leadership style theory 

 

McGregor also looked at motivation in the work place and concluded that ñthere are two 

fundamentally different types of managers who operate from two sets of assumptions about 

human behaviourò (Goldberg, 1995). 

 

The theory X manager believes that employees do not want to work and will not work unless 

directly supervised. Theory X expects people to be unreliable and incompetent without close 

supervision. Belief in theory X leads to an authoritarian and coercive management style that 

builds distrust between the levels of staff. This requires greater effort on the part of the 

supervisors who must maintain or increase the pressures they exert on the work force just to 

maintain a certain level of work. 

 

A theory Y manager, on the other hand, believes that people do want to work and are capable. 

People can be trusted to work and make good decisions without intercession by supervisors. 

This gives several major advantages over theory X. For one, it takes no greater effort to 

inspire people to greater performance. A theory Y manager is capable of managing a far 

greater number of staff than a theory X manager simply because there is no need to supervise 

staff to such a great degree. Across an organisation it is easy to see the benefits of a flatter 

structure as the cost of employing a greater number of supervisors and supervisors of the 

supervisors grows out of proportion for what the actual job entails. 
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One issue is that both theories produce a ñlocally optimalò result (Goldberg, 1995). Where a 

supervisor from the theory X standpoint may try to shift towards theory Y, a small change 

will lead to deterioration in work.  

2.4.5 Johariôs Window self-awareness model 

 

Johariôs Window is a model developed by Joe Luft and Harry Ingham and named for the 

combination of their Christian names (Business Balls 2008). The model describes self 

awareness and its development.  

 

 

Figure 4 - Johari's Window (available online at 

http://www.businessballs.com/freematerialsinword/johariwindowdiagram.doc) 
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The theory suggests that each person has four ñpanesò to their self awareness as shown in 

Figure 4 above. They are: 

Å Open: Information about oneself that one is aware of and other people are aware of. 

When first meeting someone this area will be small, but grows as both people share 

information. 

Å Hidden: Information you know about yourself that other people do not know. This 

area reduces as you share information about yourself.  

Å Blind: This is the area of yourself that others can see but you are not aware of. For 

example, one may have certain mannerisms when speaking in public that others see but one 

is not conscious about. You can reduce your blind area by receiving feedback openly. If 

feedback is forced upon a person it may reduce their blind area but at the potential cost of 

hurting that person emotionally or psychologically. 

Å Unknown: Your unknown self contains information about you that neither you nor 

anyone else knows. For example a skill or fear that you have never had an opportunity to 

express. If you are naturally gifted at draughting drawing but have never worked in a design 

office drawing this would be unknown to you. 

 

It should be the goal of an organisation to try and increase the open area as much as possible. 

However that should be done with sensitivity as there may be hidden areas that people do not 

want to become open and there may be blind areas that if revealed may cause offense. In 

general increasing the open area helps to achieve self-actualisation as described by Maslow 

above (Business Balls, 2008). 
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2.4.6 Herzberg Hygiene Motivational Theory 

 

Published in 1959, Herzburgôs Hygiene theory is based upon a very in depth research project 

(Business Balls, 2009). He discovered that there are actually two different set of factors that 

motivate people. The first are motivational factors and the second are hygiene factors. 

Hygiene factors do not in their own right motivate a person further, but Herzberg found that a 

lack of these factors would demotivate a person. It was an important discovery concluding 

that those factors which motivate a person are not simply the opposite of those that 

demotivate a person, but are separate factors. 

 

An example of hygiene factors could be conditions at work or salary. If the work place is 

clean and tidy and your salary is sufficient this is unlikely to cause any great motivational 

benefit and will be accepted by the individual. However if you under pay a person and they 

must work in a dirty environment they will quickly become unhappy and demotivated. 

 

These hygiene factors contrast starkly with ñtrueò motivational factors such as the job itself or 

gaining responsibility and recognition for work. When discussing money Herzberg argued 

that it did not fall into the motivational factor category as when during his survey it was 

discussed as a positive it was more about it being a source of recognition than the actual 

money itself (Business Balls, 2009). 

 

2.5 The Need for Leadership Development 

 

2.5.1 Leader development 

 

Day (2004) argue that leadership development should in most cases be more correctly called 

leader development. Sending an individual leader on a course to develop their individual 
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skills is important but does not necessarily make for better leadership. Leadership is not an 

individual undertaking but requires a ñsocial contextò and is dependent on the relationships 

that make up a team. Although leadership development will occur naturally as a leader works 

with their team, it can be accelerated. Therefore leader development should show leaders how 

they can learn when working within their team/organisation so that they develop themselves 

(U.S. Army, 2005), and strategies must be put in place to ensure both leader and leadership 

development occur.  

 

2.5.2 Changing organisations 

 

Day (2004) cites research which ñindicates that only about one fifth of the chief executive 

officers surveyed believed that theyé are prepared to lead their respective firms in the futureò. 

The CIOB report, ñLeadership within the construction industryò (2008), found that 17.9% of 

larger companies are not developing leaders in any way though over 90.7% of respondents 

answered that they were above average leaders. This bodes well for those participants as due 

to the increased size and complexity of organisations today, and the requirements to be lean 

and agile mean that leadership is required at all levels throughout organisations (Day, 2004). 

Individuals are expected to be able to work as both leaders and as followers as the situation 

dictates (U.S. Army, 2005). Adair (2005) demonstrates this by suggesting there are always 

three levels of leadership: 

1) Team leadership ï leads teams with specific tasks to accomplish. 

2) Operational leadership ï leads main part of organisation and multiple team leaders. 

3) Strategic leadership ï leads organisation overall and is reported to directly by several 

operational leaders. 
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Given the adaptability required in leaders, traditional training is not appropriate. A traditional 

form of training is more useful when for a given situation, a given process should be followed 

for success. According to Pulko and Parikh (2003), lecturing directly at a group about soft 

skills would not seem to be effective. As organisations require more flexibility and must be 

able to adapt to a changing market place faster, a growing number leaders at lower levels will 

be faced with new problems to solve, without set processes.  

 

Longer term development is required to enhance leadersô ability to think creative and original 

thoughts and to apply them. Processes and skills should still be taught but combined into a 

greater overall strategy (Day, 2004). Hager, et al. (2000) point out that each site is likely to 

have unique aspects which will require the adaption and tailoring of skills to suit the site. 

 

2.5.3 The CIOB and leadership development 

 

Within the CIOB (2008) report new experiences were cited as the most helpful ways towards 

improving people as leaders, followed by training and clear direction. Although 22.4% said 

training and mentoring were used to develop them as leaders, only 2.1% of respondents from 

large companies said they were developed as leaders by job rotation/secondments and 2.8% 

with Key Performance Indicators (KPIs). This suggests that many companies are missing out 

on potential ways to greatly increase development.  

 

However, the CIOB statistics do have to be taken with some caution. It appears from the 

results that these questions only allowed a single response from each group with no 

accounting for strength of feeling. It is possible that the people who responded to the question 

to say that they were developed by training, all also developed by secondments and KPIs. 
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There was no way to indicate that each of the methods were used in conjunction. Only the 

17.9% of people who answered that they were not developed as leaders gave an answer 

mutually exclusive to the others. 

 

The flaws within the survey questions suggest that some of the conclusions are less than 

definitive. For example, the survey shows 46% of respondents perceive they are rewarded 

financially though only 3% have said financial benefits would most improve them as a leader. 

In the conclusion the report warns that the industry is rewarding their staff ineffectively. 

Though if the question was rephrased as ñhow important are financial rewards to you?ò it is 

possible that 100% of people would respond that they are very important, even if only 3% say 

they are most important, while new experiences may receive the highest number (23%) of 

responses as most important the other 77% could say it is unimportant. 

2.5.4 Establishing leadership development 

 

Day (2004) state that the development of leadership requires long term investment and that 

organisational change is required to do so. The U.S. Army assume a long term perspective on 

development is taken (U.S. Army, 2005) and argue that for the successful development of 

individuals and the organisation the following are required: 

Å A positive environment where a balance of the needs of the team and goals is maintained.  

Å The leader must seek to improve themselves as an individual. 

Å Time and effort must be invested by a leader to develop their followers (including 

mentoring) as well as nurture the team. 
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Day (2004) develops this to argue that leaders must have the technical skill to do their own 

job, the tactical and conceptual skills to know how to use their own and their teamôs technical 

skills to good effect, and the leadership skills to know how to work with and through others. 

 

Adair (2005) considers mentoring direct subordinates to be a principle rather than a principle. 

He argues that if a chief executive sets the example from the top and mentors those below him 

it is perfectly natural that they would then do the same for those below them. All that is 

needed is some encouragement and additionally by teaching the mentor will themselves also 

learn more. 

 

2.6 Training for Leadership 

 

The U.S. Army (2005) summarise their leader model as ñBe ï Know ï Doò. Firstly ñbeò 

requires leaders to have individual skills and values. ñKnowò is to have tactical and 

relationship knowledge with both regards to resources and the needs of people. Finally ñdoò is 

to apply those individual skills through the leaderôs relationships. Day (2004) agrees and 

suggests that leadership development varies across the technical, tactical and leadership skills 

mentioned in section 2.3. This may take the form of improving adaptability, self-awareness, 

ability to learn from experience, for example. Hall (2004) argues that the ñcritical 

competenciesò for successful leaders are self awareness and adaptability to be able to deal 

with the dynamic aspects of business today. A model for self-awareness is shown by Johariôs 

Window as described on page 7. This model describes how a  process of feedback can help 

to increase ñopenò knowledge about a person (knowledge that the individual and those around 

them are aware of). 
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Experience has a great impact on the development of self-awareness. It has been found that 

failure in particular can create large growth in those with a strong identity. As a leader takes 

on more responsibilities and gain experience and success their self-confidence will increase. 

Kegan and Hall both suggest that leaders be allowed to explore and experiment in a relatively 

safe manner such as with temporary assignments or side projects (Hall, 2004).  

 

2.6.1 Self Identity 

 

Hall (2004) goes on to argue that self-awareness must not be confused with self-identity. A 

strong identity is required for strong leadership but to be self-aware one must evaluate that 

identity with respect to the impact of that identity upon others. These are described as the 

internal and external facets of identity.  Identity is made up of subidentities that contain the 

different characters of a person (for example, colleague, friend, leader, etc.). To be healthy 

these identities should be integrated so that they overlap each other. If one had to assume a 

totally different character for work this would become unhealthy. Leader development aims to 

grow the leadership subidentity. An effective development programme should help to 

accelerate the growth of the leadership self-identity. 

 

2.6.2 Relationships 

 

Hall (2004) continues to argue that creating relationships is vitally important to growing 

leadership capacity. Adair (2005) agrees and refers to his ñsituational approachò to leadership 

by stating that leadership should be seen as a relationship rather than a quality where a leader 

has the appropriate technical skills or knowledge for a given situation. As ñrelational 

competenciesò increase a leader is better able to take on further lessons. In terms of Johariôs 
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window this means that as we begin to increase the area of the ñopen paneò of information we 

can more effectively further increase the window. As an individual gains experience in how to 

share and receive information they are better equipped to further develop the open pane of 

their self awareness. In the 1970ôs Sears (the American chain of international department 

stores) created an accelerated development program. It decreased their time to successfully 

train managers from 12 years to 7 years. However they discovered that the decreased time 

meant that managers were rapidly moving on as they had failed to generate strong enough 

relationships to provide them with the support networks they required to succeed. 

 

2.6.3 Self-awareness 

 

Self development requires self awareness (U.S. Army, 2005). In order to promote self-

awareness Hall (2004) suggests the following: 

Å Using formal ceremonies to mark steps in the development of identity, similar to 

military ceremonies when officers receive their commissions. 

Å Thought should be put in to how to develop networks. Provide informal events for 

people to network so that they can generate their own relationships. Leaders should be 

rewarded for proactively developing other leaders.  

Å ñHolding environmentsò can be created. These may take the form of more formal 

groups such as alumni groups from training programs. These must be groups where 

performance is not judged. 

Å Self-assessment tools such as Myers-Briggs (a popular psychometric test) help to 

increase self-awareness by providing feedback.  

Å 360 degree and performance feedback (360 degree feedback involves gaining 

feedback from all of those around the individual ï their superiors, peers and 
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subordinates). Hall (2004) argues that these should be used purely for development 

rather than for performance management. 

Å Reflection techniques, such as journals, learning logs, etc. can be used for personal 

feedback to reduce the hidden and unknown areas of a persons self-awareness.  

Å Providing a varety of experiences by giving individuals chances to work in new teams 

and on new forms of work. 

 

The idea of forming support networks around training events is an interesting one. Adair 

(2005) acknowledges that one off training ñsheep dipsò are better than nothing but are limited 

in effect. He argues that companies must look to grow leaders rather than hope they can be 

created from nothing in a one day event. By setting up informal groups this can help to extend 

a training scheme from being simply a one off event into part of a new culture. This can be 

linked to Maslowôs Hierarchy (see section 2.4.3) where by helping to fulfil the belonging 

needs of an individual by setting up a support network they can then address their esteem 

needs and can be more motivated by the extra responsibilities and status that may ensue from 

their training. 

2.6.4 Practical Intelligence 

 

In his work Ciancolo (2004) argues that practical intelligence can be improved by two means. 

The first is direct, meaning to make tacit knowledge explicit. Experts should teach others the 

rules of thumbs they use for their work. Adair (2005) describes a similar process called the 

apprenticeship method of development. This involves a ñmasterò showing how they work by 

example, with suitable explanations.  
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The second process for improving practical intelligence is indirect and involves teaching 

individuals how to self-learn from their experiences.  

 

2.6.5 Qualities approach to leadership 

 

Many descriptions of leadership may attempt to analyse what a good leader does and provide 

this as a list of traits required. The problem is the inability to provide a definitive list of 

attributes. However Adair (2005) advises that although this approach has shortcomings it 

should not be abandoned entirely as ñit does matter what you are as a leaderò. The two 

qualities Adair rates most highly are enthusiasm and integrity. Both CIOB (2008) and Owen 

(2005) found that integrity is one of the top five most important qualities of a senior leader in 

responses to their surveys. One thing specifically noted by Owen (2005) is that performance is 

not mentioned and this is also omitted from the CIOB report. Performance is seen as a 

symptom of good leadership rather than a prerequisite. This agrees with Hager, et al (2000) 

who found that work places that focus on high performance utilise soft skills such as 

communicating ideas and information, planning and working in a team. 

2.7 The Laing OôRourke Way 

 

In 2008 Tony Douglas, the COO of Laing OôRourke began an overhaul of the way that the 

company is set up (Reisner, 2008). Further explained by Lucas (2008) the structure of Laing 

OôRourke has been significantly altered for senior Project Engineers. The company had 

recognised a problem of perception that in order to progress through the company an 

individual had to aim for head office and a management role. This had the effect of deterring 

those who did not want to be in an office but wanted to lead a project rather than manage from 

afar.  
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Previously each project manager would report to a regional project leader/operations manager 

who would in turn report to the business unit engineering leader and so on up the chain of 

command. The new structure has been described as attempting to ñget people out of the stands 

and onto the pitchò (Lucas, 2008). The idea is to prioritise big projects and instead of project 

managers being at the bottom of the office chain, the bigger a project the more senior your 

superior. At the top end project managers of ñmega projectsò worth greater than Ã250m will 

report directly to the Chief Operating Officer. This gives more prestige to the project 

managers and allows them to take more responsibility. This can be seen to be facilitating 

esteem needs and possibly self-actualisation within Maslowôs Hierarchy (see section 2.4.3).  

 

The briefings on the structural changes within Laing OôRourke by Lucas (2008) also 

emphasised the importance that individuals at every level should be actively trying to up skill 

their subordinates and giving them the opportunity to take more responsibility. 
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3 Questionnaire Design and Methodology 
 

3.1 Scope of chapter 

 

The research for this project was conducted in a number of ways. The initial research 

consisted of a literature review of both current leadership theory as well as discussion of 

leadership development. This literature review comprises a review of popular leadership 

theories as well as looking at the process of developing leaders. Information sources included 

the internet, textbooks, journals and conference papers. Following the literature review a 

survey was designed based primarily on the CIOB ñLeadership in the construction industryò 

report (2008). The survey was made more specific and directed at students at Loughborough 

University and staff at Laing OôRourke.  

 

3.2 Research aim 

 

The aim of the research was to focus questioning on Laing OôRourke. Given that Ray 

OôRourke, the Chairman of Laing OôRourke, has been described as the greatest practising 

leader in the construction industry (CIOB, 2008) by people throughout the industry the report 

challenged whether this really is due to successful leadership of his company or whether the 

possibility exists that Ray OôRourke has become famous/infamous and was simply a name 

people knew. The questionnaire posed to the CIOB membership was fundamentally flawed in 

several of its questions. Therefore the questionnaire produced as part of this study would pose 

a more rigorous test and highlight whether Ray OôRourke and Laing OôRourke are doing 

something different to the rest of the industry.  

 

Once this research was completed the following questions should be able to be answered: 
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Å Does good leadership cascade throughout a large organisation? 

Å Do the leadership needs of the construction industry differ from those of other 

industries? 

Å What should be the focus of effective development programmes for the construction 

industry? 

3.3 Rationale of research questionnaire 

 

The survey was created using an online survey provider (SurveyGizmo available at 

http://www.surveygizmo.com). This was selected given its relative power and simplicity and 

that the first 250 responses are free. SurveyGizmo allow a wide variety of question types 

posed which covered those created in the questionnaire plan. The full set of questions asked is 

provided in appendix 1.  

 

3.3.1 Survey structure 

 

It was decided that the survey would be most effective by asking general leadership questions 

first before focussing in on more detailed questions in later sections. This means that the 

surveys both initially ask for demographic data, then about generic leadership development, 

leadership development within the company and finally the individualôs personal leadership 

skills. These sections are further discussed later. 

 

Each question asking about importance, or similar, gave the opportunity to answer on a scale 

from one to six (with values such as ñNot at all, Quite important, Important, Very Important, 

Extremely important, Crucialò). Six values were chosen so that each could be given a context 

(i.e. ñImportantò rather than 3/6 to avoid ambiguity as to the value of a number). The negative 

impact of this decision is that the time required to answer each question increases. Knowing 
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that this questionnaire is aimed at professionals and that time is a limited resource, some 

questions were not asked in an attempt to keep the time required to complete the questionnaire 

down. By choosing an even number it also avoided the possibility to choose a neutral option 

and forced respondents to take an opinion one way or another.  

3.3.2 Survey participants 

 

The survey was sent to two groups. Primarily it was sent to the Infrastructure business unit of 

Laing OôRourke. This business unit is responsible for all of the civil engineering work carried 

out by Laing OôRourke. Due to existing links with Laing OôRourke Infrastructure access to 

the group was simpler and more time effective than attempting to survey the entirety of Laing 

OôRourke. The Laing OôRourke Infrastructure group consists of approximately 200 

individuals. To allow some comparison, an adapted version of the questionnaire was sent to a 

sample of students within Loughborough University. This sample was made up of civil 

engineering student in part C and D (third and fourth year of study at University respectively 

excluding any placement year) of their studies. Also invited to respond were those students 

who had taken the teamwork and leadership module. The teamwork and leadership module is 

a compulsory module for part C MEng Civil Engineering students at Loughborough 

University. The module is also optional for part D students studying Materials Engineering. 

By asking part C and above, the majority of the sample will have undertaken some work 

experience of at least one summer, and in many cases completed a year in industry. By 

necessity that means an experience of leadership in some form. Some students within the 

teamwork and leadership module may not have had the same work experience but given their 

knowledge of the theoretical side of leadership should be able to answer questions with some 

knowledge. 
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3.3.3 Demographics 

 

The first section of the survey covered demographic information so that the following results 

could be analysed appropriately. The demographic questions asked by the CIOB included 

information on location, age, job type, gender, sector and the size of organisation, but these 

were not entirely relevant to this study. Location is outside of the scope of this study 

particularly given the focus on a UK division. However it was required to understand which 

job the respondents worked in and at what level of responsibility to ensure a varied sample 

was taken. 

 

3.3.4 Generic leadership development 

 

Section two of the survey considered generic leadership development, non-specific to Laing 

OôRourke. These questions asked: 

Å Who and what influences leaders? 

Å What could hold back leaders? 

Å What values are important for new and established leaders? 

The question regarding qualities for new and established leaders was posed as it is expected 

that a recent graduate would not be expected to show the same characteristics as a senior 

project manager (Owen, 2005). The opportunity was given to provide open answers to this 

last question.  

 

3.3.5 Organisational leadership development 

 

The penultimate section questioned leadership development within Laing OôRourke. This 

section asked how prevalent leadership within Laing OôRourke is, whether leaders are 
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developed and how leaders are rewarded. These were questions posed by the CIOB (2008) but 

edited to be specific to the company. The first of these questions was also made easier to 

answer than the potentially confusing wording of the CIOB question (the original question 

being whether there is leadership throughout the organisation with a possible answer being 

ñyes, it is throughout the organisation but only at the topò).  

 

3.3.6 Personal leadership knowledge 

 

The final section asked the respondents about their individual leadership skills. Questions 

asked:  

Å How important are a range of attributes linked to leadership. This list was based upon 

responses in Owen (2005) and Adair (2005). 

Å Evaluating individual performance, listing strong and weak areas.  

Å What would help develop them individually? This allows a comparison with how 

people are being developed and should indicate if Laing OôRourke is using the correct 

tools for the job. 

Å Mentoring has been described as being particularly effective for leader development 

(Adair, 2005) so this questioned was used to discover whether it is being used within 

Laing OôRourke. 

3.4 Method of analysis 

 

A summary report of findings was provided by SurveyGizmo and some of the results can be 

extracted for the benefit of this survey. The full results were also exported as .csv files to 

Microsoft Excel for further numerical analysis. Qualitative analysis was also applied to the 
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open questions. Discussion of all major findings from both the qualitative and quantitative 

analysis and as a comparison of the two separate surveys is detailed in section 0.  

 

Figure 5 shows an example of how the responses of the structures questions were represented. 

Although an interesting way of looking at the data with the mode result clearly highlighted 

and with the spread of results represented, the mean is not apparent and neither is the 

significance of results.  

 

 

Figure 5 - Extract from SurveyGizmo summary report 

 

 

For each survey the number of completed, abandoned and partially completed surveys was 

viewed. Abandoned surveys mean that the survey was opened but closed with no interaction. 

Partial responses mean that the survey was interacted with whether a single button was click 

or everything but the last question was completed. By reviewing the partially complete 

surveys it was possible to view which of these held answers to some of the questions. These 

answers are included in the following analysis. 
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For the sake of brevity the student sample are referred to as ñstudentsò and the Laing 

OôRourke Infrastructure sample as ñindustryò within the graphs below. Any major differences 

in the standard deviation will be highlighted and discussed in the qualitative analysis. 

 

In sections 4.3, 4.4 and 4.5, unless otherwise stated, scores in the survey groups are 

interpreted as 1=never, 2=rarely, 3=sometimes, 4=quite often, 5=often and 6=usually. In the 

open questions each participant could nominate three different answers. The number of votes 

as well as a percentage of votes is calculated. The percentage is calculated by dividing the 

number of votes by a third of the total number of returned answers to give a percentage of 

participants who nominated each quality. 

 

A problem discovered with the open questions was the different wording/spellings for the 

same, or similar, answers. To be able to better analyse the data these have been combined. 

Although the full responses as given are available within the appendix, the answers have 

grouped the answers for analysis. For example, confidence, self-confidence, self confidence, 

confidance (spelling mistake) are taken as one answer (i.e. confidence), as are motivation, 

driven, drive, enthusiasm (i.e. motivation). Where results have been combined examples shall 

be given to demonstrate the range of answers incorporated. 

 

For each of the structured questions the mean was calculated from all of the responses. The 

mean for both the Laing OôRourke sample and student sample were compared on a bar chart. 

Error bars were added to the bar charts for the first two questions to display one standard 

deviation either side of the mean. This will show the range for approximately 68% of 

observations (Naoum, 2007). It has not been included for each graph for the sake of clarity. 
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To check the significance of differences between mean values a t-test will be conducted. A 

five per cent significance value shall be used and any significant differences stated. For a t-

test to be valid it must fulfil the following criteria: 

 

Å Data is of an integer type 

Å Problem is to compare the mean of two samples 

Å Samples are normally distributed 

 

To compare the numerical data from the Laing OôRourke sample survey with the data from 

the CIOB report the Spearman rank correlation coefficient was used. This is a non-parametric 

test to measure the correlation of ranking between two groups for a certain number of fields.  

 

In order to show some comparison of rank order between all three samples a spider graph 

shall be used. Given the lack of faith in the CIOB findings only two of these shall be used to 

demonstrate one correlated question (what barriers to entry are there for a developing leader, 

see Figure 13) and one non-correlated question (what do you believe impacts on developing 

leaders, see Figure 11). 
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3.5 Interview questions 

 

Once information was received from the questionnaires, questions were formulated for a 

selection of short interviews, designed to test ideas presented within the survey and also to 

further develop information that could not be provided in the context of the survey. The 

following questions were asked (transcripts are provided in appendix 3 and 4): 

1. Do you think that the construction industry has different needs in terms of leadership 

than other industries? 

2. Do you believe that a successful leader in the construction industry would succeed in 

other industries? 

3. Have you had any specific leadership training? 

4. Are you part of any form of support network? 

5. Do you think that the skills required to be an effective leadership change over time? 

6. Are you mentored/do you mentor others? 

7. What would help you to develop as a leader? 
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4 Results and Analysis 

4.1 Scope of chapter 

 

This chapter aims to take all of the data collected from the surveys and interviews and analyse 

and discuss the responses. For the benefit of effective comparison the results shall be broken 

into the same sections as the survey questionnaire, namely: 

Å Demographic information 

Å Generic leadership development 

Å Leadership development within Laing OôRourke/sponsor company 

Å Personal leadership skills. 

 

4.2 Demographic results 

 

 

The industry survey was completed by 42 people, abandoned by nine and partially completed 

by 28. Nine of the 28 partially complete contained responses to some of the questions. 

 

The student survey was completed by 33 people, with eight abandoned and 14 partial 

responses. Of the 14, two held answers that could be used. 
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Job sector Count Percentage % 

Engineering 50 90% 

Contracting 1 2% 

Health and safety 1 2% 

Manufacturing 1 2% 

Planning 1 2% 

Surveying 1 2% 

Table 2 - Breakdown of job type within Laing O'Rourke  sample 

 

Seniority Count Percentage% 

Senior management* 17 33% 

Junior/middle management** 31 61% 

Administrative 2 4% 

Other 1 2% 

Table 3 - Breakdown of seniority within Laing O'Rourke  sample 

*includes result senior engineer 

**includes results site engineer, graduate, graduate engineer, supervisor 

 

There was one female response out of 51 from Laing OôRourke. 
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Figure 6 - Breakdown of Laing O'Rourke respondents by age and seniority 

 

The age of the industry respondents of the questionnaire for this report tended to be younger 

and the makeup of the sample less senior than those who took part in the CIOB survey. In 

terms of job sector the author felt asking people from the construction industry whether they 

work in construction was confusing and so this answer was omitted. The returns were 90% 

engineering compared to the CIOB 3.2% engineering plus 57.1% construction. The CIOB had 

only 16% of respondents between 21 and 30 years of ages with 26-28% in each age group 

above that. As a result there were only 34% of participants in a junior/middle management 

position. This contrasts with the 61% of junior/middle management positions taking part in 

my survey and the 37% of 21-30 year olds with number falling with each age group. 
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Figure 7 - Comparison of age groups between CIOB and my survey 

 

Figure 7 displays that the number of more senior respondents increases with age. This helps to 

indicate that the sample is suitable and takes a wide range of responses. 
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Results from students 

All of the respondents were between the ages of 20 and 23, with 80% male responses.  

 

 

Figure 8 - Breakdown of student respondents by course and experience 

 

Figure 8 shows the greatest amount of experience each of the students have. The graph is 

encouraging in that it shows that majority of the responses were made by students who had 

completed two summer placements or a year in industry.  
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4.3 Generic leadership development 

4.3.1 Who has an impact on developing leaders? 

 

 

Figure 9 ï Mean average responses to ñwho has an impact on developing leaders?ò  

 

 

Factor Mean ± s.d. (industry) Mean ± s.d. (students) P 

Colleagues 3.88±0.91 4.51±0.89 0.002 

Superiors 4.38±1.19 5.00±0.87 0.007 

Table 4 - Significant differences in who has an impact on developing leaders 

 

Spearman rank correlation coefficient for the Laing OôRourke sample and the CIOB results 

equals 0.904. This shows that the factors are correlated. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 

Industry  Student  

School/education system  

Professional Institutions  

Family influences  

Industry  

Government  

Superiors  

Colleagues  

The individuals themselves  

Other leaders  
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When asked who had the greatest influence on developing leaders the largest contrast between 

the Laing OôRourke and student sample was the difference in priority for superiors and 

colleagues with students valuing both more in terms of benefits to development. This could be 

that with less experience a support network at work is more important. Those already at work 

have more experience and confidence and can work more independently. 

 

The spread of scores was similar for both groups with the largest differences being for 

superiors (industry 4.38±1.19 and student 5.00±0.87) and colleagues (industry 3.50±1.15 and 

student 3.63±0.81). In all but ñthe individualò and ñfamily influencesò (and in those only 

marginally) the student scores had a smaller standard deviation. 

 

In response to the opportunity to suggest ñOtherò answers both life experience and work 

experience were suggested by Laing OôRourke. Students also brought up experience and other 

forms of training (the University Officer Training Corp and Army cadet training both being 

suggested). 

 

The following table shows the comparison between the Laing OôRourke sample and the CIOB 

report in order of importance to each group. 
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Laing OôRourke CIOB 

The individuals themselves The individuals themselves 

Other leaders Other leaders 

Superiors Superiors 

Family influences Colleagues 

Colleagues Professional Institutions 

School/education system Family influences 

Industry Industry 

Professional Institutions School/education system 

Government Government 

Table 5 - Comparison of importance of influences on leaders 

 

In the CIOB report the top three responses scored much higher than the rest. Hence I am not 

surprised that despite the different question type the same three are rated the most important 

by the Laing OôRourke sample. It is interesting to see in the results that were much closer 

from the CIOB they results do take different priorities for my respondents. However this may 

have something to do with the age difference of the samples. For example, it would be 

expected that a young engineer is more influenced by their relatively recent education and 

family than someone older. Similarly a more senior manager would be expected to be more 

influenced by professional institutions and this is how it appears from the results received (see 

Table 5). 
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4.3.2 What do you believe has an impact on developing leaders? 

 

Figure 10 - Mean scores for "what do you believe has an impact on developing leaders"  

 

 

Factor Mean ± s.d. (industry) Mean ± s.d. (students) P 

Social Issues 3.66±1.02 4.47±1.05 0.001 

Competition 4.20±1.10 4.83±1.01 0.007 

Crisis/Disaster 3.71±1.10 4.69±1.28 0.000 

Table 6 - Significant differences between what has an impact on developing leaders 

 

Spearman rank correlation coefficient for the Laing OôRourke sample and the CIOB results 

equals 0.714. This shows that the factors are not correlated. 

 

1 2 3 4 5 6 

Industry  Student  

Politics  

Competition  

Social issues  

Environment  

Economy  

Money  

Crisis/disaste rs  

Personal gains  



 

 42 

Both groups rated the environment, politics and the economy as having the least impact on 

leaders. This is a stark contrast to the CIOB report which found environment to be the second 

most important factor. However the student regularly rated each of the questions as impacting 

more than was felt by the Laing OôRourke staff.  

 

Figure 11 - Comparison of rank of order of importance of what influences leaders 

 

This graph compares the rank order of importance of each factor. The biggest difference 

between industry and students can be seen in the case of money which students felt that 

although high, was the fifth most important factor. The answers from industry indicated it was 

the second most important. The shape of the graph shows that in general all three ranked most 

of the factors similarly, with the two major exceptions being the environment and money.  

 

Other responses from Laing OôRourke brought up several variations on the theme of the 

character of the individual and their own personal characteristics and beliefs. 
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4.3.3 What are the barriers to potential leaders becoming leaders? 

 

 

Figure 12 - Mean average for barriers to leadership 

 

Factor Mean ± s.d. (industry) Mean ± s.d. (students) P 

Self confidence 4.06±1.02 4.83±1.32 0.008 

Table 7 - Significant differences in barriers to entry 

 

Spearman rank correlation coefficient for the Laing OôRourke sample and the CIOB results 

equals 0. 905. This shows that the factors are correlated. 

 

1  2  3  4  5  6  

Industry  Student  

Self confidence  

Socia l/national culture  

Organisational culture  

Autocratic management  

Lack of skills/training  

Lack of opportunity  

Lack of incentives  

Political environment  



 

 44 

The results show that again the students rated each potential barrier slightly higher than their 

Laing OôRourke counterparts. Potentially this could be because from the bottom of the ladder 

it appears to be harder to get into a leadership position.  

 

Figure 13 - Comparison of rank order for barriers to entry  

 

The rank order of responses is shown in Figure 13 to follow the same pattern approximately 

though the CIOB report matched the industry responses in believing a lack of self confidence 

is a barrier to entry less important than students. In terms of deviation it is only the political 

environment where answers from Laing OôRourke were particularly more focused (student 

S.D. of 1.36 compared to industry S.D. of 0.99). 

 

One participant felt that you had to be part of the ñright networkò and have to make a good 

impression on an existing leader for them to take a person under their wing and develop them. 

One of the students also felt that it was who you knew that was important. 
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4.3.4 What do you think are the most important qualities for developing 

leaders? 

Laing OôRourke 

 

Responses (112 total) 

Students 

Responses (90 total) 

No. % No. % 

Confidence 11 29% Communication 13 43% 

Motivation 10 27% Confidence 12 40% 

Communication/ 

integrity 

6 16% Motivation 10 33% 

Table 8 - Comparison of results for developing leader qualities 

 

It should be noted that there were seven votes (19%) for training from the Laing OôRourke 

participants and two (10%) from the students. These have been omitted from the above table 

as it appears to be a misunderstanding of the question. 

4.3.5 What do you think are the most important qualities for experienced 

leaders? 

Laing 

OôRourke 

 

Responses (116 total) 

Students 

Responses (92 total) 

No. % No. % 

Motivation 10 26% Competence 15 49% 

Communication 9 23% Communication 8 26% 

Competence 8 21% Organisation 8 26% 

Confidence 7 18% Integrity 6 20% 

Decision 

making 

6 16% Experience 6 20% 

Table 9 - Comparison of results for senior leader qualities 
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4.4 Leadership development within Laing OôRourke/sponsor Company 

4.4.1 Is leadership present in your company? 

 

Figure 14 - Presence of leadership within the company 

 

Although no one thought that their company lacked leadership within my surveys, a 

significant number of Laing OôRourke employees (20% of the response rate) felt that there 

was only a limited amount of leadership throughout Laing OôRourke. Only 49% felt that 

leadership was present throughout Laing OôRourke in stark contrast to the 83% of students 

who rated the leadership in their own companies as high. Potentially this could be down to the 

fact that students are only able to feel the affect of leadership at the bottom of the ladder and 

the very top. Someone who has spent more time within the company may have seen much 

more through the middle of the company. Given the CIOB report (2008) results which named 

Ray OôRourke as the greatest practising construction leader it is no surprise that 80% of Laing 

OôRourke employees at least felt there is strong leadership at the top. 
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4.4.2 How are leaders developed within your company? 

 

 

Figure 15 - Survey responses to how leaders are developed with a company 

 

Factor Mean ± s.d. (industry) Mean ± s.d. (students) P 

Training and mentoring 3.82±1.19 4.47±1.05 0.001 

PPD 4.20±1.10 4.83±1.01 0.007 

Theyôre not 3.71±1.10 4.69±1.28 0.000 

Table 10 - Significant differences in how leaders are developed 

 

Spearman rank correlation coefficient for the Laing OôRourke sample and the CIOB results 

equals 0. 571. This shows that the factors are not correlated. 
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The shapes of the means are similar, though more exaggerated by the student sample and the 

rank order is identical for both groups. The standard deviation is generally greater for the 

students, particularly for job rotation (1.37 against 1.10) and Key Performance Indicators 

(KPIs ï 1.41 against the industry S.D. of 1.06). The only significant time the Laing OôRourke 

sample voted higher than the students was to say that ñno developmentò occurs less than 

rarely, or in other words that it is very likely some form of development will occur. This is 

surprising given that none of the means for Laing OôRourke are above 4, the value for ñquite 

oftenò. This may indicate that Laing OôRourke actually use a balance of methods rather than 

concentrating on one or two at the detriment of the others. 

 

Although both of the surveys conducted as part of this report found the order of forms of 

leadership development to be the same, the CIOB report found some very different responses. 

The greatest difference by far is that 17.9% of respondents to the CIOB report from large 

companies said that they were not developed as leaders at all.  
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4.4.3 How often are the following used to retain and/or reward leaders within 

your company? 

 

Figure 16 - Mean results for leader rewards  

 

Factor Mean ± s.d. (industry) Mean ± s.d. (students) P 

Financial incentives 3.74±1.29 4.63±1.16 0.003 

PPD 3.57±1.02 4.67±1.06 0.000 

Empowerment 3.55±1.23 4.10±0.92 0.030 

Mentoring 3.18±1.13 3.90±1.18 0.011 

Training 3.61±1.10 4.60±1.30 0.001 

Table 11 - Significant differences in how leaders are rewarded and retained 

 

Spearman rank correlation coefficient for the Laing OôRourke sample and the CIOB results 

equals 0. 752. This shows that the factors are correlated. 
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The rank order of responses was similar though students appear less likely to have come 

across talent management (seventh for students vs. fifth for industry) or outsourcing of 

expertise (tenth for students and seventh for industry). Standard deviations were close in most 

cases other than empowerment where students (S.D. 0.92) seemed more certain than industry 

(S.D. 1.23) about the result. Financial benefits, personal development and training were 

selected as the top three most common systems of reward by both samples (though not in that 

order). 
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4.5 Personal leadership skills 

4.5.1 How important do you think the following qualities are to a leader? 

 

Figure 17 - Mean values for leadership qualities 

 

In this graph 1=not at all, 2=quite important, 3=important, 4=very important, 5=extremely 

important and 6=crucial.   
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Factor Mean ± s.d. (industry)  Mean ± s.d. (students) P 

Ability to handle a 

crisis 

4.60±1.15 5.30±0.77 0.002 

Inspiration 4.79±0.95 4.33±0.96 0.045 

Vision 4.90±1.12 4.36±1.14 0044 

Table 12 - Significant differences in importance of leadership qualities 

 

For clarity Figure 17 has been put in order of importance to the Laing OôRourke sample. This 

makes it clear to see that certain qualities such as the ability to handle a crisis is much more 

highly valued by students than those in industry. Perhaps examples like self-confidence and 

ability to handle a crisis are things that are developed with experience and it is a fear of being 

put in a situation where one must do the right thing immediately that causes students to score 

these more highly than those who have been through those kinds of events before and maybe 

realise that it is not so critical. Some of the scores may also reflect the different positions of 

the respondents and what they value in their position. For example, Owen (2005) found that 

where adaptability was rated as more important for developing leaders, vision was more 

important for senior leaders. My findings show that the more experienced staff from Laing 

OôRourke found greater value in vision and that students felt adaptability was more important. 

Comparing the top five qualities for each sample with the CIOB report: 
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Laing OôRourke Loughborough University CIOB 

Communication Skills 

 

Communication Skills 

 

Communication skills 

Honesty and integrity 

 

Ability to handle crises 

 

Strategic visions 

 

Ability to motivate others 

 

Ability to motivate others 

 

Understanding of the 

business 

Reliability 

 

Reliability 

 

Integrity 

Understanding of the 

Business 

Understanding of the 

Business 

Decisiveness 

Table 13 - Comparison of top five survey responses for leadership qualities 

 

4.5.2 How good a leader do you think you are? 

 

Figure 18 - Awareness of leadership ability 
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The majority (91%) of students felt they were above average leaders. Given that 80% had 

experience of at least two summer placements, as well as some having studied the teamwork 

and leadership module at Loughborough University it is likely that the students will have 

developed more of their leadership skills relative to other students. Although a greater number 

of staff at Laing OôRourke rated themselves as lower than average (17%) this may just be an 

indication that with a greater level of experience the Laing OôRourke Infrastructure staff are 

actually more self-aware than the students. 

 

By combining the results for below and slightly below, and also above and slightly above the 

survey results can be compared to the CIOB results: 

 

Figure 19 - Simplified comparison with CIOB report for self-awareness 

 

The graph highlights one of the flaws in the CIOB report. In the survey responses from Laing 

OôRourke and the student sample only 26% and 39% respectively felt they were significantly 
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above average in leadership. With the majority (55% and 52% respectively) only believing 

themselves to be slightly above average Figure 19 shows how misleading it can be not to 

allow strength of feeling to be incorporated. In the simplified graph it appears 81% of Laing 

OôRourke and 91% of students are significantly above average. These figures for Laing 

OôRourke approximately match the responses from the CIOB.  The larger number of ñbelow 

averageò and lower number of ñexcellentò leaders form the Laing OôRourke sample could be 

due to the fact the CIOB sample contained a greater number of senior leaders. 

4.5.3 What are your  best leadership qualities? 

 

 

Laing OôRourke 

Responses (106 total) 

Students 

Responses (91 total) 

No. % No. % 

Integrity 16 45% Communication 13 43% 

Communication 13 37% Integrity 9 30% 

Confidence 8 23% Reliability 9 30% 

Table 14 - Survey responses to best leadership qualities 

 

4.5.4 What are your  weakest leadership qualities? 

 

 

Laing 

OôRourke 

Responses (96 total) 

Students 

Responses (77 total) 

No. % No. % 

Confidence 8 25% Decisiveness 12 40% 

Creativity 7 22% Prioritising 9 30% 

Strategic 

vision 

6 19% Creativity 8 26% 

Table 15 - Survey responses to weakest leadership qualities 
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4.5.5 How would the following help improve you as a leader? 

 

 

Figure 20 - Mean scores for methods of development 

 

Factor Mean ± s.d. (industry) Mean ± s.d. (students) P 

Responsibility 4.38±0.85 5.06±0.79 0.001 

Table 16 - Significant differences in what would help to improve development 

 

Spearman rank correlation coefficient for the Laing OôRourke sample and the CIOB results 

equals 0. 619. This shows that the factors are not correlated. 
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In Figure 20 1=not at all, 2=very little, 3=a little, 4=quite a lot, 5=a lot and 6=very much so. 

Students felt strongly that more responsibility and new experiences would help them to 

develop more than the staff at Laing OôRourke. For the more experienced clear direction and, 

marginally, better rewards were rated higher than the student sample. The only major 

difference in standard deviation in these answers is regarding new experiences (students S.D. 

is 0.97 to the S.D. of 1.32 from Laing OôRourke). 

 

Other responses included practise, being exposed to new environments and shadowing a 

successful leader and taking on some of their responsibilities. This seems to be something that 

Laing OôRourke has considered. Lucas (2008) discussed that in the new Laing OôRourke 

structure each person should be training the people below them to do their own jobs. 

 

These results for how people feel they want to be developed we can be compared to their 

earlier answers for how Laing OôRourke and the sponsor companies reward and develop their 

leaders. The needs and provisions are matched as follows (with reasons where direct 

comparison is not possible): 
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Would help development Used to reward/develop 

leaders 

Reasoning 

Education/skills/qualifications Ongoing personal and 

professional development 

(development) 

Ongoing development should 

include the potential for 

further education. 

Responsibility Empowerment (reward)  

Training Training (reward)  

Inspiration Training and mentoring 

(development) 

This is probably the weakest 

match but mentoring by those 

experts in an area will 

hopefully inspire those who 

are mentored. 

Clear guidelines or direction KPIs (development) KPIs should identify 

improvements 

Financial benefits, rewards and 

incentives 

Financial benefits, rewards 

and incentives 

(rewards) 

 

New experiences (e.g. 

secondments) 

Job rotation/secondments 

(rewards) 

 

Table 17 - Comparison of leadership needs and provisions 
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Figure 21 - Comparison of Laing O'Rourke needs and provision for leader development 

 

By comparing the figures it appears that Laing OôRourke are meeting the needs for those who 

feel they require ongoing development. Laing OôRourke also appears to closely match their 

employeeôs wants for responsibility, training, inspiration and financial rewards, although each 

of those could be improved upon. The biggest areas for improvement are to allow a greater 

range of experiences and clearer guidelines or direction. This may indicate that in term of 

Adairôs action centred leadership theorem (see page 8), the team and the task are being looked 

after but not the individual. The training may be in place mainly to ensure the team has the 

appropriate skills rather than reflecting the individual needs within the team. A focus on task 

means that the company will be unwilling to change staff around different tasks too often, and 

I would argue the this does make sense given the unique nature of each construction site and 

the time it takes to assimilate all of the information about that site, it would be unreasonable 
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to expect changes at too regular intervals. What it may reflect is people being pigeon holed. 

Although it may make sense after a project that if one person successfully completes a road, it 

is less risky to put that person back on to another road job they may become too specialised 

and multiple jobs of a similar nature will see development tail off. 

 

Figure 22 - Comparison of development needs and provision for students 

 

It is encouraging that the comparison for students shows that several needs are apparently 

being met. Both training and mentoring seem to meet expectations. There is a feeling that 

personal development and financial benefits actually exceed the necessity but there is room 

for improvement in giving students more responsibility, clear guidelines and new experiences. 
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4.5.6 What is your experience of mentoring? 

 

 

Figure 23 - Experience of mentoring 

 

It is disappointing to find that only 31% of Laing OôRourke staff and 30% of students felt 

they were actively mentored. It appears that there is a lack of care towards students with a 

further 30% able to identify their official mentor but not gaining any benefit from that 

position.  

 

4.6 Data weaknesses 

 

There are several areas where the survey could have been improved for this report. This 

section covers the areas that may have left weaknesses in the information in this report. For 

areas where the report could be strengthened and further please refer to section 0. 
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4.6.1 Survey errors 

 

The industry survey contained an error. As part of section 4.5.1 the industry survey access 

participants to give a rating both ñintegrityò and ñhonesty and integrityò. The ñintegrityò 

answer was removed from the student survey but missed as an extra in the Laing OôRourke 

survey. Given that the two received slightly different mean scores this may indicate feeling 

changed and scores may be have be affected by the inclusion of both. 

 

4.6.2 Analysis 

 

The analysis of the open answers was particularly time consuming. Given the variations on 

spellings as well as themes it may have been a better option to provide a long drop down list 

which would have made analysis much simpler. 

4.6.3 Comparison 

 

This report contains several comparisons where the original values are not exactly the same. 

Although these can give an indication of answers, they cannot be taken as definitive (see 

Table 17). For example, Key Performance Indicators were matched with clear guidelines. 

While KPIs could certainly be used to provide guidelines they cannot be consider to be the 

only form of direction. 
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5 Conclusions 
 

The quality of responses to these questions will, in terms of Johariôs window, be dependent on 

how large an open area the respondents have and how much is hidden or blind. 

 

Laing OôRourke is undoubtedly a company undergoing great growth. In five years they have 

increased managed revenue from £1.69bn to £4.24bn and the number of employees from 

15,718 to 30,847 (Laing OôRourke, 2008). 

 

There are several areas identified by the CIOB report (2008) as weaknesses within the 

construction industry where it appears that Laing OôRourke have bucked the trend. In 2007 

Tony Douglas was brought over to Laing OôRourke from BAA where he had worked as Chief 

Executive of Heathrow airport. The CIOB (2008) highlighted that the industry expects to 

promote from within. It is clear that Ray OôRourke has a more open mind, willing to 

employee as Chief Operating Officer a man with no construction experience. In an interview 

with Building Magazine, Douglas: 

 

ñSaid he was not concerned by his lack of a construction background because he had 

transferrable skills. He said: óLeadership is key. Thatôs my job and Iôve done it in lots of other 

environments. I donôt see any challenge there.ô ò (Monaghan, 2007) 

 

Douglas has had a large impact reorganising the structure of Laing OôRourke to become 

project focussed. Douglas is also very open in his communications, with a regular monthly 

update available online to all staff of Laing OôRourke with the aim that ñevery one across the 

European Hub [has] a clear understanding of our business priorities and share in our successò 

(Douglas, 2008). 
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Looking at Zaleznik (1998) it is clear to see that OôRourke exudes many of the characteristics 

expected of a leader. OôRourke has realigned his company and focuses very differently to the 

majority of the industry and has driven Laing OôRourke to new heights (Reisner, 2008). With 

the new focus Laing OôRourke have stated that they want to have the ñsuper heavyweightsò in 

charge of big projects (Reisner, 2008). This feeds into Maslowôs hierarchy where as Project 

Leader you can meet a minimum of your esteem needs with the prestige and responsibility of 

being on major projects.  

 

Looking at management styles in terms of McGregorôs X and Y theory it is clear that 

supervision is kept to a minimum. The structure is designed to be flat with the emphasis on 

individuals taking on responsibility. There are a maximum four levels of Project Leader with 

the business unit Engineering Leader at the top.  

 

Laing OôRourke wants their staff to know that they are being rewarded well. Although it has 

been argued that money is a hygiene factor and therefore not motivational in the long term 

(Business Balls, 2009), it is Laing OôRourkeôs stated aim to be in the top 25
th
 percentile for 

pay (Lucas, 2008) in the construction industry and it is the status of being in that sector that 

adds motivation. 

 

Laing OôRourke has called on the entire company to start training subordinates to be able to 

delegate roles (Lucas, 2008). This demonstrates willingness for the entire company to take on 

more responsibility. As people take on more and gain new experiences with that responsibility, 

while in a relatively safe training position, accelerated development is inevitable. The 

Graduate Engineer interviewed felt that by providing opportunities to gain experience in this 
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way and combining the experience with quality feedback would help them a great deal in their 

development.  

 

The survey carried out as part of this project has shown some agreement with the CIOB as to 

the main factors contributing to developing leaders. In general the students felt factors had 

more of an impact. This may be due to their relative lack of development meaning that they 

are much more influenced by certain factors. For example, although students rated money as 

the fifth most influential factor they still rated it with a mean of 4.09, only slightly below the 

industryôs second place with a score of 4.24. The comparison of rank for barriers to entry 

shows close alignment between each of the groups, other than for self confidence being seen 

as a much greater problem by the least experienced group. This is supported by Hall (2004) 

who discussed that confidence would grow with experience and success. 

 

However in general the CIOB report is based on weak and misleading data. Using Spearmanôs 

rank correlation coefficient only three questions showed a correlation between the Laing 

OôRourke sample and the CIOB report. These sections are those asking who has an impact on 

developing leaders, what barriers to entry there are for leaders and how leaders are rewarded. 

The sections which correlated with this report are those with the clearest distinction between 

the most important and the least important factors within the CIOB report. However in area 

where the importance was valued much more closely by the CIOB there were several 

discrepencies. The CIOB report should not be written off or ignored but any conclusions 

drawn from the report must be thought about critically before being used. 

 

Although the vast majority of the Laing OôRourke sample felt there is leadership at the top of 

the company, and no one felt that leadership was entirely lacking, it is apparent that there is a 
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need for greater leadership throughout the company. However given the implications of Adair 

(2005), the new structure of Laing OôRourke (Lucas, 2008) may go some way to address this 

issue with specific instructions to up skill subordinates. The interview with the graduate 

engineer showed that although it may not seem official that this kind of mentoring is 

occurring. There is still room for improvement in giving staff clear direction and offering a 

variety of positions (see Figure 21).  
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5.1 Leadership Development 

 

Given Tony Douglas taking ownership of the issue of training staff directly (Construction 

News, 2009) Laing OôRourke must make sure they do not miss the opportunity to train 

leaders in the right way for the organisation as well as training in technical skills. By ensuring 

that junior ñteam leadersò at the base of the organisation are suitably trained, the whole 

organisation will benefit as these leaders rise up the organisation (Adair, 2005). 

 

The company should continue to promote the new process of encouraging staff to help 

subordinates to learn new skills and take on more responsibility. The support and experience 

these tasks involve will have a great benefit on the individual. These individuals must be 

nourished with a continuing challenge of leadership in order to grow (Adair 2005). 

 

Individual abilities must be taken into account. An excellent team leader or specialist 

technical expert may get promoted to a point where they lose their effectiveness. 

 

By striving for excellence Laing OôRourke will continue to attract the best talent. The very 

fact that Laing OôRourke have changed their focus to the project and aims to work on the 

ñsuper heavyweightò (Reisner, 2008) projects, there will be a natural attraction for those who 

manage those projects to join the company. 

 

Most importantly for leadership to succeed and grow it must come from the top (Adair, 2005), 

and OôRourke must continue to lead by example. He must be involved in the appointment of 

senior leaders and take an individual interest in those directly involved with him. If he does 

work to grow the senior leaders they will take the lead and work to grow their direct 

subordinates, with development naturally filtering through the company. 
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Recommendation for further study 

 

To further extend and substantiate this report there are a number of different possibilities. 

Although confidence can be given to the question types, larger and more diverse samples 

could be taken. 

 

5.1.1 Targeting demographics 

One untested claim by the CIOB is that female respondents may be looking for softer skills. 

The low number of female participants in this survey means that any attempted analysis 

would likely be flawed. 

 

More demographic information could be asked so that the sample could be further broken 

down. For example: 

 

Å Ask students if had received formal education or training in leadership 

Å Ask which companies the students worked for. The students in this survey showed a 

large proportion felt their company had strong leadership throughout. However this 

report does not provide evidence as to whether that is one or two particular companies 

or a spread of companies. 

Å The questions compared in Table 17 should be rephrased to match and give a more 

definitive answer to compare how the participant is being trained and what they feel 

would be effective. 

Å A more in depth study should be conducted as to whether leadership in the 

construction industry is different to leadership in other industries.  
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