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Statistics of construction

Introduction
About 14 million men, over 6 per cent, of the total 

working population, are normally employed on construc
tion work of one kind or another. Most of the men are 
employed by private contractors, but many public 
authorities also maintain a permanent labour force 
primarily to carry out repair and maintenance work on 
the structures for which they are responsible. The pro
duction of new building and civil engineering works 
makes up two thirds of all construction activity. The 
labour force employed in this field is equivalent to about 
10 per cent, of the whole labour force in manufacturing
industry.

The industries also produce about 45 per cent, of the 
country’s annual investment in fixed capital and employ 
one third of their labour force on the perhaps no less 
important task of maintaining the existing capital assets.

Most building and civil engineering projects are long 
term ones and many years may elapse between the decision 
to build and the completion of the project. It follows that 
the load of work on hand cannot be increased or decreased 
quickly. Public construction programmes, which in 1959 
accounted for about 60 per cent, of the construction labour 
force, have to be reviewed annually; recently the Govern
ment, recognising the long term nature of the programmes, 
has been arranging for an increasing number of authorities 
to prepare outline plans for longer periods to which 
provisional approval can be given. There must always 
be limits to what can be done in this way. but it is a 
prerequisite that the necessary statistical background 
should be available and up-to-date.

On all these counts there is a strong need for statistical 
information about the activities of the construction 
industry. This article gives an account of the statistics 
available to measure short-term changes in activity and 
employment over the whole of the construction field, 
followed by a description of the methods used by the 
Ministry of Works to collect short-term statistics(^) of the 
value of work done, of employment and of new orders.

The statistics may be conveniently grouped under four 
heads:—

(i) Output, including the statistics of the value of work 
done and of units of building produced.

(ii) Employment, including numbers employed and 
unemployed.

(iii) Future demand, including new orders and forecasts 
of expenditure and, finally,

(iv) Other statistics, not primarily concerned with output 
and employment, including the wage and salary 
bills, the capital expenditure of the construction 
industries, etc.

The figures available under each head are outlined in the 
paragraphs below.

the Board of Trade and when a detailed census is taken 
every four or five years, figures of the value of work done 
are collected. In order to provide more recent and more 
frequent information, quarterly figures of the value of 
work done by contractors are collected by the Ministry 
of Works and analysed under the following heads;—

(a) New Housing
For public authorities.
For private developers.

(b) New Work (other than housing) for private developers
Industrial building.
Miscellaneous building, including shops, offices, 

churches, etc.
(c) New Work (other than housing) for public authorities,

including schools, power stations, roads, etc.

Separate figures for repair and maintenance are provided 
under each of the three main heads but only a total is 
published.

Similar figures are collected from public authorities 
employing their own labour force, but at less frequent 
intervals since their labour forces are more stable. A total 
figure for each quarter is published in the Monthly Digest
o f Statistics.

Once every year an analysis is carried out under the 
above heads of the value of work done by each of the 
18 trades into which the industry is organised, including 
the three groups of main contractors—general builders, 
civil engineers, and building and civil engineers, and the 
15 groups of specialist contractors, including painters, 
electricians, heating and ventilating engineers, etc.

The quarterly figures of the value of work done are 
used in calculating the index of production for the con
struction industries which is incorporated into the total 
index of industrial production. A description of the 
method of calculating the index is given in Studies in 
Official Statistics No. 7.

The. quarterly figures are of necessity often estimates 
of the value of the work done during the period because 
the contracts are frequently not completed, whereas the 
figures of total output given in the census of production 
returns are usually supplied after the annual accounts 
have been completed. Contractors are however used to 
making estimates of this kind, because the contract 
system of progress payments is based on them, and this 
is not likely to lead to other than minor differences in the 
two series of figures and would not of course affect changes 
from year to year.

Output statistics
Value of work done

The construction industries (and the public authorities 
concerned) are included with the mining and manufacturing 
industries in the annual census of production taken by

Capital expenditure
In addition to the figures of the value of work done 

collected from contractors there are figures of capital 
expenditure on building available from the purchasers of 
capital goods. Whereas the output figures cannot be 
collected in much industrial detail, expenditure figures can 
be. Quarterly expenditure figures are collected from 
nationalised industries, government departments and a 
sample of local authorities; these public authorities 
together account for about half of fixed investment in 
buildings. Figures are also collected quarterly by the 
Board of Trade from a selection of private industrial and

(0 Short-term statistics in this context are those collected more frequently than annually and covering shorter periods than 
a year.
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commercial firms and are published in the Board o f Trade 
Journal. The Census o f Production reports give annual 
figures of expenditure by the different industries and the 
National Income Blue Book contains a summary.

Because of differences of definition, timing and coverage 
the two sets of figures differ, particularly the quarterly 
figures. Capital expenditure in a year may not relate 
exactly to work actually done in the year and, moreover, 
the Census o f Production returns relate to varying financial 
years. Payments made in a quarter often differ consider
ably from work done in a quarter, particularly in the last 
quarter of the accounting year when they may include 
transfers from amounts held in suspense accounts during 
the year. In making his return of the value of work done 
the contractor has to judge for himself whether a particular 
job should be classed as new work or repairs. A further 
cause of discrepancy is the difficulty of distinguishing 
between expenditure on building and expenditure on plant 
and machinery.

Housing statistics

To assist in the determination of housing policy, 
statistics are collected monthly by the Ministry of Housing 
and Local Government by means of returns from local 
authorities. These returns, which are in terms of dwelling 
units, cover both the housing programme of the local 
authorities themselves and the houses built for private 
owners and developers. The figures, which include the 
number of dwellings started, under construction and 
completed, are published in the Monthly Digest o f Statistics. 
A full description of the statistics available was published 
in Economic Trends No. 56 {June., 1958).

Industrial building

In order to provide power of control over the location 
of industry the Town and Country Planning Act, 1947, 
amended by the Local Employment Act, 1960, required the 
consent of the Board of Trade to the erection or extension 
of factory buildings of more than 5,000 sq. ft. Statistics 
of the number of industrial development certificates issued 
and the area of factory building covered by them are 
obtained as a result of these powers and they have enabled 
the Board also to compile statistics of factories started 
and completed. The figures are published in the Board 
o f Trade Journal, the Monthly Digest o f Statistics and 
Economic Trends.

Employment statistics

Monthly statistics

In order to provide up-to-date information, figures are 
collected each month from contractors of the total number 
of operatives in their employment (a single figure) and in 
the months when the quarterly returns of value of work 
done are collected the employment figures are asked for 
under the same heads as those of the value of work done. 
Similar figures are available for public authorities. Most 
of these figures are published in the Monthly Digest of 
Statistics.

Annual statistics
In addition to the monthly figures there are two series 

of annual figures. The Ministry of Labour publishes each 
year in the February edition of the Ministry of Labour 
Gazette estimates of the number of employees. These

figures are given separately for each industry, including 
construction, and cover the total working population (the 
unemployed are classified according to the industry in 
which they- were last employed). The statistics are based 
on figures provided by the Ministry of Pensions and 
National Insurance of the number of National Insurance 
cards exchanged.

In order to provide the construction industries with 
information about the craft force and the number of boys 
employed as apprentices, the Ministry of Works also 
collects in September every year from contractors and from 
public authorities details of the labour force, both fully 
skilled men and apprentices, analysed by craft. The 
opportunity is taken with this return of obtaining figures 
of administrative, technical and clerical employees. These 
are collected on behalf of the Board of Trade and enable 
the Board to reduce the number of returns called for in its 
annual census of production enquiry. The figures are 
published in the Building Trade press.

Unemployment and unfilled vacancies

Separate figures of the number of unemployed workers 
and the number of unfilled vacancies in the construction 
industries are collected and published monthly by the 
Ministry of Labour as part of its normal series of 
employment statistics.

Statistics about future demand
New orders

Many of the output series described above provide 
some guide to the future demand on the resources of the 
construction industries. For example, in the housing 
statistics the number of dwellings started and under 
construction is a guide at least to the immediate future 
and the number of local authority houses approved each 
month by the Ministry of Housing is a more forward 
looking guide. Similarly, the number of certificates issued 
for industrial development each month, although not an 
exact guide to the future demand for factory building, 
is a measure of the possibilities, while figures of the area 
of factory building started are a more exact guide to the 
current load and to the short term prospects.

In order to provide more precise information, con
tractors are asked on the quarterly returns of the value of 
work done collected by the Ministry of Works, to supply 
the total value of orders for new work which they have 
obtained during the previous quarter. These figures are 
analysed under similar heads to the figures of the value 
of work done and are published in the Monthly Digest 
o f Statistics and Economic Trends.

Private housing
Some builders undertake development on their own 

initiative. Most of the work of this nature is in the housing 
field where builders frequently put up a whole estate of 
houses, selling them as they go. As this activity represents 
a growing proportion of private house building, a special 
enquiry was initiated recently and the contractors con
cerned have been asked to state the total number of houses 
they expect to erect in this way during the coming twelve 
months. The enquiry is to be made half yearly: it is 
proposed to publish the figures.
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Capital expenditure forecasts

Industrialists and commercial firms are asked by the 
Board of Trade three times a year to make a forecast of 
the amount they expect to spend on capital goods during 
the coming twelve months; a separate forecast is provided 
for expenditure on building. These forecasts are published 
in the Board o f  Trade Journal.

unduly heavy. The preparation of bills of quantities is 
much more often let to private firms of quantity surveyors.

Other statistics

Information of a more qualitative nature about 
authorisations of future capital expenditure on building 
is provided by the enquiry undertaken every four months 
by the Federation of British Industries. The members of 
the Federation are asked, among other questions, to state 
whether they expect to authorise more or less expenditure 
on capital goods in the coming twelve months than in the 
previous period; separate forecasts are provided on 
building. A summary of the replies is published. The 
enquiry provides a valuable guide to changes in confidence 
in the business world.

Apart from the statistics of the value of work done and of 
employment, the construction industries, in common with 
mining and manufacturing industries, make annual 
Census o f  Production returns. In addition, they take pari 
in the half-yearly enquiries of the Ministry of Labour into 
the weekly earnings and hours of operatives and in the 
annual enquiry each October into the earnings of adminis
trative, technical and clerical workers. Figures of the 
total profits of the industries are published annually by 
the Board of Inland Revenue.

Public sector programmes

Investment programmes for the public sector have been 
published in the last two Economic Surveys, giving separate 
figures for dwellings and other new buildings and works. 
A White Paper on public sector investment will be 
published this autumn covering programmes up to 1961-2; 
this also will give separate figures for dwellings and 
for building and works.

In order to provide a guide to changes in the cost of 
construction work an index of costs is prepared by the 
Ministry of Works every quarter. Use is made of the 
figures collected from contractors in calculating the index. 
A description of the method of compilation was given in 
the Board o f  Trade Journal {\2th May, 1956) and the index 
is published in the Monthly Digest o f  Statistics.

■ '**■ I ai.’i

The Royal Institute of British Architects collects 
quarterly, from a sample of its members in private practice, 
details of the value of new commissions for which they • 
have been appointed architects. Most of this work is 
commissioned by private clients. In the initial stage 
sketch plans only are required and the projects may be 
subsequently postponed or cancelled. The figures, 
however, serve as a guide to the trend in future demand 
for new buildings in the field for which private architects 
are responsible. The building industry may expect to 
start on the work which finally goes through in about 
12-18 months from the time it is first placed with the 
architect. Reports are published in the Journal of the 
Institute. Additional information is now being collected 
about the value of new commissions as they enter the work
ing drawing stage. These figures should reflect more 
closely the amount of work likely to reach the builder. 
They will be published in due course.

The statistical series referred to so far are all concerned 
with activity in this country. In addition, the Ministry 
of Works collects from contractors who work overseas 
figures of the value of new contracts they obtain every 
year, of the value of work they have done and of the 
value of work outstanding at the end of the period. 
Although not all the money included in the contract sum 
is transferred as currency to this country, the statistics 
provide a measure of the part the industry is playing in the 
export field. The figures are published in the Board o f  
Trade Journal.

Collection of the short term statistics

Quantity surveyors tend to come into the picture at a 
later stage than architects, when the working drawings 
are nearing completion, i.e. about 2 to 3 months before 
the job goes out to tender. The Royal Institution of 
Chartered Surveyors has recently begun to collect figures 
twice a year of the value of projects for which its members 
in private practice have been called in to provide cost 
advice and later to prepare bills of quantities. These 
figures should provide a valuable addition to the information 
already available on future trends. Projects are rarely 
cancelled once quantities are prepared and the figures 
should therefore serve as a closer guide to the volume of 
work contractors are likely to receive in the next few 
months. The figures are to be published in the Journal 
of the Institution.

There will be some difference in the coverage of the 
architects’ and quantity surveyors’ figures. Many public 
authorities normally undertake their own design work, 
and also the preparation of bills qf quantities. Design 
work may however be given to private architects when, 
for example, the load of work on the design team is

The Ministry of Works, as the “ production authority 
for the construction industries, is responsible for collecting 
the short-term statistics of output, employment and new 
orders referred to above ; these are collected under the 
provisions of the Statistics o f  Trade Act, 1947. The 
figures come from two sources, from public authorities 
and from contractors. Some difficulties are experienced 
in defining the field to be covered by the statistics, more 
especially the field to be covered under separate heads, 
but the main problems arise in the collection of the 
statistics. There is always the problem of late returns 
and with the figures from contractors there is the additional 
problem of sampling in order to avoid having to ask 
each firm to complete a return each month, and the 
problem of maintaining a list of the appropriate firms. 
These problems tend to be accentuated by the nature of 
the industry. It is made up of nearly 100,000 firms 
(compared with I ! 2,000 or so in manufacturing as a whole) 
and the firms are constantly changing: a large number 
of new ones are formed each year and a large number go 
out of business. The mobile nature of the work makes 
for frequent changes of address, particularly amongst the 
65,000 or so firms employing fewer than five operatives. 
The level of employment in individual firms is subject to 
frequent and substantial changes even from month to 
month. For example employment in some of the largest 
firms sometimes varies by as much as 4,000 men from 
month to month, apart from seasonal changes.

List o f  contractors

As a result of the war-time regulations which made it 
obligatory for firms undertaking operations on building
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sites to register with the Department, a complete register 
of firms was available in 1954 when the current series of 
short-term statistics was started. This register had 
to be adjusted in order that the statistics could be brought 
into line with other national statistics which are defined in 
accordance with the Standard Industrial Classification and 
this meant the removal from the register of firms whose 
major activity was not construction. Since 1954 the pro
blem has been to maintain an up-to-date list of firms. 
This has been done in a variety of ways. The Department 
has received a good deal of assistance from the federations 
representing the industries, which have shown themselves 
aware of the value both to the contractors themselves 
and to the Government of providing an adequate back
ground of statistical information. Other sources are also 
used. For example the local employment exchanges of 
the Ministry of Labour also keep records of new firms 
and use is made of their lists. Telephone directories are 
searched and advertisements in the trade press by firms 
obtaining new contracts and also advertisements, especially 
in local papers, for new work, provide other sources. 
The register is maintained by the Ministry of Works in 
co-operation with the Board of Trade which requires it 
for sending out the returns for the annual census of 
production enquiry and the Board also provides informa
tion about new firms as a result of its own duties. By 
means of the information collected some 25,000 changes 
are made annually to the list of firms.

Apart from these continuing sources of information, 
a special enquiry was undertaken in 1956 by the Govern
ment Social Survey to show whether the register showed 
any serious deficiencies. The survey covered a limited 
area only and the additions that had to be made to the 
register had no significant effect on the statistics.

The collection o f  the statistics

The sample used to obtain the monthly and quarterly 
statistics is based on information collected in April each 
year when every firm is asked to make a return of numbers 
employed and work done during the first quarter. Firms 
are then grouped according to the number of operatives 
they employ and a sampling fraction, designed to achieve 
the required precision with the smallest possible total 
sample, is calculated for each group. Returns are required 
every month from the larger firms but the small firms are 
changed every quarter. Since the sampling fraction is as 
low as 1 in 28 for the smaller firms, the majority have only 
to complete two returns a year, i.e. in April and September.

The sample is so designed that the sampling error on the 
total employment and value of work done figures is most, 
unlikely to be in excess of one per cent. The need to 
ensure reasonable accuracy in the more detailed figures,' 
however, frequently necessitates a larger sample and 
consequently the sampling error for the totals is usually 
less than one per cent. About 18,000 firms are usually

included in the quarterly return and these firms are 
responsible for nearly 80 per cent, of the employment 
and of the value of work done by the industries.

Recent changes in output and orders

Provisional figures of the value of work done during 
the second quarter of this year and of the value of orders 
for new work obtained during the period are included 
in this issue.

In response to measures taken by the Government in the 
second half of 1958 to increase the amount of work in 
hand, output as measured by the official index of production 
for the construction industries (shown on page 3) rose 
fairly steadily throughout 1959 and reached a post-war 
record in the last quarter of the year. The value of work 
done then appeared to level off, but after allowing for 
holidays the figures for the second quarter are again at a 
record level.

The changes in the value of new work done last year 
occurred mainly in the public sector in work other than 
housing, and in housing for private developers. The 
increase in work for public authorities was to some 
extent the result of Government measures. The most 
rapid increase this year was again in the value of work done 
on private housing which rose from £88 million in the 
first quarter to £99 million in the second quarter, a  rise 
of about 9 per cent, (after allowing for price changes) 
and, in contrast with the previous year, in industrial 
building where the value of work done increased from 
£75 million to £83 million, a rise of about 7 per cent, 
(after allowing for price changes).

Contractors obtained orders for new work to the value 
of £452 million during the second quarter of this year, 
rather lower than the value of orders obtained in the first 
quarter, but still higher than any of the figures reached in 
the previous year. The orders placed for new work other 
than housing for public authorities were lower in the 
second quarter than in the first, but these figures tend to 
fluctuate and in the first quarter of this year the inclusion 
of three exceptionally large contracts made the figure high. 
Although orders for new private houses fell in the second 
quarter they were higher than a year ago and the drop was 
less than in the same period last year: this suggests that 
the amount of work being put in hand is levelling off 
(rather than declining). Orders for private industrial 
building, which increased substantially in the first quarter 
of the year, increased from £82 million to £92 million in the 
second quarter.

There is evidence that orders in the second quarter are 
usually seasonally low and if allowance is made for this 
and for the fluctuations in the public authority figures it 
would appear that total demand may still be rising.

Ministry o f  Works
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