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CLC Skills Plan Priority 2: Routes into Industry – HE 

Provide guidance for HE providers to attract and support a diverse and 

inclusive student body 

Executive Summary 

The construction industry needs skilled individuals to deliver a built environment now and into the 

future. The skills challenge is pressing and topical - attracting and retaining diverse talent is one key 

requirement of the industry skills plan. This task group was set up in response to Priority 2: HE 

providers to attract and support a diverse and inclusive student body i.e., to support Fairness, 

Inclusion and Respect (FIR) within their recruitment criteria. 

 We found that there is a long-standing, high-level commitment to the principles of FIR/ equality, 

diversity and inclusion (EDI), commonly termed ‘Access and Participation’ (A&P), within Higher 

Education (HE). There is an A&P framework for the sector which sets out the expectations from all 

universities and colleges registered with the Office for Students (OfS), the independent regulator of 

Higher Education in England, in terms of who they consider underrepresented groups to include and 

the key priorities for access and participation.  

For several decades now Universities have been tracking data on the protected characteristics 

included in the Equality Act 2010: age, disability, gender reassignment, marriage and civil 

partnership, pregnancy and maternity, race, religion or belief, sex, sexual orientation, as well as a 

range of characteristics that form ‘underrepresented groups’ as defined by the OfS: students from 

areas of low higher education participation, low household income or low socioeconomic status, 

care leavers, carers, people estranged from their families, refugees, and children from military 

families. 

The report draws attention to: 

• Current HE A&P planning, reporting, and monitoring;  

• The role of centralised University Admissions; and  

• The differences between subject areas, and the feasibility of course level considerations.  

In terms of recommendations, we propose HE action on three levels:   

1. Academic Schools’ Level 

1.1 To embed FIR/ EDI in the curriculum to educate the future generation of construction 

professionals.   

1.2 To develop localised A&P Plans at School / Department level to monitor and evaluate the 

status of construction courses.    

See page 16 for detailed recommendations. 
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2. Universities’ Level 

2.1 To make School/ Department/ Course level data available internally so that they can 

undertake localised monitoring and evaluation. 

2.2 To assess staff profiles and evaluate staff development requirements on FIR/ EDI to ensure 

they can satisfactorily support a diverse student body. 

2.3 To investigate student support and monitor retention.  This will facilitate better student 

outcomes and provide relevant support during their education journey.   

See page 16 for detailed recommendations. 

3. External Stakeholders’ Level 

3.1 The construction industry to reflect on the terminology used; FIR, EDI and A&P are the terms 

used to cover slight variations of the same topic.   

3.2 The construction  industry to consider aligning with the wider global agenda to gain wider 

recognition, specifically amongst young people.  The UN’s Sustainable Development Goals 

impact on FIR in education on a number of fronts.  

3.3 The construction industry to use its resources to create a pipeline to HE.  This should target 

schools and focus on ethnic minorities, female students and those from areas of low HE 

participation.  

3.4 Professional bodies to use their influence to drive change through their accreditation process. 

See page 17 for detailed recommendations. 

 

 

 

November 2022 

 

 



 

3 
 

Table of Contents: 

1. Background……………………………………………………………………………………..……………………………….……  4 

2. HE Statistics and policies on FIR/ EDI …………………………………………………………………………………….  4 

3. University Access statements……………………………………………………………………………………………….. 13 

4. Critical Reflections on Priority 2: Routes into Industry …………………………………………………………. 15 

5. Guidance for FIR in HE …………………………………………………………………………………………………………. 16 

References and Bibliography …………………………………………………………………………………………………………. 18 

Appendix 1: Task Group membership ……………………………………………………………………………………………. 22 

 

Tables 

Table 1. the Office for Students access and participation framework (OfS, 2022b) 

Table 2. OfS 2010-2011 (OfS,2022d) and 2020-2021 (OfS,2022c) data on the protected 

characteristics and OfS defined underrepresented groups 

Table 3. OfS 2020-2021 data (OfS,2022c) on the protected characteristics and OfS defined 

underrepresented groups at the sector level and on construction courses within one post-

1992 institution (data not available on all protected characteristics and OfS defined 

underrepresented groups)  

Table 4. Applicants and entrants on undergraduate students on construction courses 

 

Figures 

Figure 1. What do HE students study? Subject breakdown by gender (HESA, 2022) 



   
 

4 
 

1. Background 

The CLC Industry Skills Plan Update (CLC, 2022) is a sector-wide plan for construction and the 

built environment.  It has set out four priorities as follows: 

Priority 1: Culture change: An equitable, diverse and inclusive industry 

Priority 2: Routes into Industry (Apprenticeships, Further Education / T Levels and Higher Education) 

Priority 3: Competence 

Priority 4: Skills for a Modernised Industry 

 

This report focuses on Priority 2: Routes into Industry – HE, and specifically the task ‘Provide 

guidance for HE providers to attract and support a diverse and inclusive student body’.  The report 

was undertaken to investigate if and/ or how HE providers are using the principles of Fairness, 

Integrity, and Respect (FIR) (or Equality, Diversity, and Inclusion, EDI) in recruiting students onto 

Higher Education courses. 

The scope of the report entailed: 

• Examining HE statistics and policies on FIR/ EDI; 

• Reviewing University Access Statements in selected institutions; 

• Interviewing selected Admissions Tutors;  

• Critically reflecting upon the Priority 2: Routes into Industry – HE; and  

• Providing guidance for FIR in HE. 

In addition, a small number of Universities in the UK were selected for in-depth research so as to form 

an indicator of how student recruitment and selection in HE institutions works.  

 

2. HE statistics and policies on FIR/ EDI  

There are a number of key findings to report on from our research.  These are: 

1. How HEs undertake Access and Participation planning, reporting, and monitoring at an 

institutional level; 

2. The impact of centralised University Admissions on student recruitment and selection; and 

3. The major differences in protected characteristics between subject areas. 

 

2.1 HE Access and Participation planning, reporting, and monitoring  

There is a long-standing, high-level commitment to the principles of FIR/ EDI, commonly termed 

‘Access and Participation’ (A&P), within HE. This is evidenced, for example, by the Office for Students 

(OfS) and letter from Rt. Hon. Michelle Donelan MP, former Minister of State for Higher and Further 

Education, dated 24.11.2021.  

The history of funded activity in this area can be traced back to the first special funding programme 

for widening participation that was announced in June 1998 (Selby, 2018) which then led to the 

requirement for institutional Widening Participation strategies. There were also a series of special 

programmes for regional and later sub-regional collaborative initiatives, and further changes in 
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government policy in 2006, when the initial focus was to encourage fair access, and in 2011 to 

include widening participation and success for students from disadvantaged backgrounds more 

generally (ibid). 

Knowledge about what the issues in widening participation were, how to measure disadvantage, and 

how to identify good practice in achieving it were rapidly increasing. 

Office for Students (OfS) is now the independent regulator of Higher Education in England, with the 

aim to ensure that “every student, whatever their background has a fulfilling experience of higher 

education…” (OfS, 2022a). It set ambitious, long-term targets to eliminate inequalities, overseen by a 

Director for Fair Access and Participation. This is John Blake from November 2021.  

There is an A&P framework for the sector which sets out the expectations from all universities and 

colleges registered with the OfS in terms of who they consider underrepresented groups to include 

and the key priorities for access and participation (OfS, 2022b).   

Table 1. the Office for Students access and participation framework (OfS, 2022b) 

Underrepresented groups Priorities for access and participation 

• students from areas of low higher 
education participation, low household 
income or low socioeconomic status 

• some black, Asian and minority ethnic 
students 

• mature students 

• disabled students 

• care leavers 

• carers 

• people estranged from their families 

• people from Gypsy, Roma, and 
Traveller communities 

• refugees 

• children from military families. 

2018, to eliminate: 

• the gap in entry rates at higher tariff providers between 
the most and least represented groups 

• the gap in non-continuation between the most and least 
represented groups 

• the gap in degree outcomes between white and black 
students 

• the gap in degree outcomes between disabled and non-
disabled students. 

2022, new priorities, to: 

• partner with schools and other local organisations to 
raise the attainment of young people  

• develop more diverse pathways into and through higher 
education through more flexible courses  

• ensure access leads to participation on high quality 
courses and secures good graduate outcomes  

• improve the quality and volume of evaluation of access 
and participation plan activity  

• make access and participation plans more accessible in a 
way that prospective students, their parents, and other 
stakeholders can easily understand. 

 

Universities are required to set A&P plans that show how they will improve equal opportunities for 

underrepresented groups (OfS, 2022b), including ambitious targets for improvement, and they are 

held accountable for meeting those targets, in order to achieve the “shared goal of improving 

equality of opportunity for disadvantaged and under-represented groups” (Donelan, 2021). 

OfS publishes statistics as part of their specific duties under the Equality Act, as an annual 

information release about students with protected characteristics: age, disability, gender 
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reassignment, marriage and civil partnership, pregnancy and maternity, race, religion or belief, sex, 

sexual orientation.  Beyond the duties of the Equality Act, the OfS publishes statistics relating to who 

they consider underrepresented groups to include, as listed below. Those marked with an asterisk 

(*) relate to one of the protected characteristics under the Equality Act (OfS,2022c). 

• Age* 

• Disability* 

• Ethnicity* 

• Religion or belief* 

• Sex* 

• Sexual orientation* 

• Gender identity 

• Parental higher education 

• Free school meals (FSM) eligibility, an indicator of financial disadvantage for Key Stage 4 pupils 

• Participation of Local Areas (POLAR4), an area-based measure reflecting higher education 

participation rates 

• Index of Multiple Deprivation (IMD), an area-based measure of deprivation in England 

• Care experience, indicating whether a student has been in care 

• Household Residual Income (HRI), a measure of household income after accounting for certain 

costs 

• Estrangement, indicating whether a student is no longer communicating with their parents 

• Socioeconomic background 

• Tracking underrepresentation by area (TUNDRA), an area-based measure that tracks state-

funded mainstream school pupils in England into higher education (both TUNDRA by Lower 

Super Output Areas (LSOA) and TUNDRA by Middle Super Output Areas (MSOA) are included in 

this release) 

• Associations between characteristics of students (ABCS) access quintiles, grouping young people 

with certain combinations of characteristics by the likelihood of access to higher education. 

Table 2 shows a comparison of figures for undergraduate students for academic years 2010-2011 

and 2020-2021.  
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Table 2. OfS 2010-2011 (OfS,2022d) and 2020-2021 (OfS,2022c) data on the protected characteristics and OfS defined underrepresented groups  

The 2020-2021 trends have been given a Red (worsening), Amber (same or very similar) or Green (improving) rating over the 10 year period. 

Protected characteristics and 
OfS underrepresented groups 

2020-2021 2010-2011 

Age* Most commonly entrants on full-time courses are under the age 
of 21 on entry: 68.4% 

Most commonly entrants on full-time courses are under the age 
of 21 on entry: 54.6%  

 Most commonly entrants on part-time courses are 31-40 years of 
age on entry: 24.3%  

Most commonly entrants on part-time courses are 31-40 years of 
age on entry: 26.5% 

Disability* 14.8% of full-time entrants report having a disability 8.5% of full-time entrants report having a disability 

 10.8% of part-time entrants report having a disability 7.6% of part-time entrants report having a disability 

 3.7% of entrants report a mental health condition 0.7% of entrants report a mental health condition 

Ethnicity* 70.4% White 78.7% White 

 13.2% Asian background 9.5% Asian background 

 9.3% Black 7.4% Black 

 4.9% Mixed ethnic background 3.3% Mixed ethnic background 

 2.3% Other minority ethnic groups 1.1% Other minority ethnic groups 

Religion or belief* 46.2% No religion  48.2 % No religion 

 32.1% Christian  32.1% Christian 

 13.0% Muslim 11.1% Muslim 

(data from 2017-2018; 2010-2011 not available) 

Sex* Overall majority female: 56.5% Overall majority female: 56.0% 

 Male 43.4% Male 44.0% 

 Other 0.1%   

 Differences in the proportions of female and male students within 
certain subjects remain large: 82.9% of engineering, technology 

Differences in the proportions of female and male students within 
certain subjects remain large: 85.6% of engineering, technology 
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and computing entrants were male, where 80.7% entrants in 
education and teaching were female 

and computing entrants were male, where 81.0% entrants in 
education and teaching were female 

Sexual orientation* 8.5% identify as lesbian, gay or bisexual  (data not available) 

 2.6% identify with a sexual orientation other than heterosexual, 
lesbian, gay, or bisexual 

 

Gender identity 1.4% Gender different from the sex registered at birth  (data not available) 

 

Parental higher education 48.5% A parent with a higher education qualification  51.5% A parent with a higher education qualification  

(data from 2012-2013; 2010-2011 data not available)  

Free school meals (FSM) 
eligibility 

17.3% of full-time entrants were eligible for free school meals 
when they were in Key Stage 4 

14.9% of full-time entrants were eligible for free school meals 
when they were in Key Stage 4 

(data from 2014-2015; 2010-2011 data not available) 

Participation of Local Areas 
(POLAR4) 

29.7% entrants came from the most represented areas 31.7% entrants came from the most represented areas 

 12.7% came from the least represented areas 10.6% came from the least represented areas 

Index of Multiple Deprivation 
(IMD) 

21.8% of entrants were from the most deprived areas 17.0% of entrants were from the most deprived areas 

Care experience 1.1% of full-time entrants had been in care  0.8% of full-time entrants had been in care  

 1.5% of part-time entrants had been in care 1.1% of part-time entrants had been in care 

(data from 2014-2015; 2010-2011 data not available) 

Household Residual Income 
(HRI) 

42.7% of full-time entrants who were dependent on their parents 
had HRI between £1 and £25,000 

46.5% of full-time entrants who were dependent on their parents 
had HRI between £1 and £25,000 

 69.8% students who were independent reported their HRI as £0 76.6% students who were independent reported their HRI as £0 

(data from 2012-2013; 2010-2011 data not available) 

Estrangement 1.0% of entrants aged under 25 were estranged 0.8% of entrants aged under 25 were estranged 

(data from 2014-2015; 2010-2011 data not available) 
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Socioeconomic background 26.9% parents from higher managerial and professional 
occupations  

26.9% parents from higher managerial and professional 
occupations  

 27.5% parents from lower managerial and professional 
occupations 

27.0% parents from lower managerial and professional 
occupations  

(data from 2015-2016; 2010-2011 data not available) 

Tracking underrepresentation 
by area (TUNDRA) by Lower 
Super Output Areas (LSOA) 

29.4% of entrants came from the most represented areas  30.5% of entrants came from the most represented areas  

 11.9% of entrants came from the least represented areas 10.7% of entrants came from the least represented areas 

Tracking underrepresentation 
by area (TUNDRA) by Middle 
Super Output Areas (MSOA) 

30.1% of entrants came from the most represented areas  

 

30.0% of entrants came from the most represented areas  

 

 12.2% of entrants came from the least represented areas 11.4% of entrants came from the least represented areas 

Associations between 
characteristics of students 
(ABCS) access quintiles 

40.5% were from quintile 5, with characteristics that were most 
strongly associated with access to higher education 

38.2% were from quintile 5, with characteristics that were most 
strongly associated with access to higher education 

 8.0% were from quintile 1, those least likely to access higher 
education 

7.7% were from quintile 1, those least likely to access higher 
education 

 

Table 2 shows that whilst progress has been made over the last decade, for the majority of protected characteristics, the gains have been marginal.  The key 

positives are an increase of those with disabilities, improved ethnic diversity and a higher proportion from low HE participation areas.  The gender diversity 

remains challenging with only 0.6% increase in male participation the last decade.  
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2.2 The Impact of Centralised University Admissions 

Many universities operate a centralised Admissions Policy to be able to control total student 

numbers and provide the flexibility to adjust School / Department student intake depending on the 

popularity of courses and the outcome of entrance examinations.  The University level commitment 

to A&P translates into Admissions practice (this is student recruitment and selection) in a variety of 

ways:  

• Many Universities now explicitly note their welcome to applicants from diverse backgrounds and 

personal profiles on their web presence, social media, and recruitment materials.   

• Many universities have made conscious moves to have imagery used of a better balanced and 

diverse population of students and staff on open days and campus visit days.  

• University level A&P plans are communicated to the Admissions teams. Admissions tend to be 

heavily centralised, and focus is on the merit of each application, not FIR/ EDI data. The 

Admissions managers and associates that we spoke with evidenced indirectly that the 

Admissions Code of Practice is implemented,  

“Behaviours that demonstrate this principle: Universities and colleges ensure admissions 

processes do not disadvantage applicants and actively seek to address any access gaps 

related to protected characteristics. Admissions form part of broader institutional equality, 

diversity and inclusion strategies.” 

• ‘Contextual admissions’ allow for consideration of additional data that is automatically provided 

on the UCAS form. This may include living in an area of disadvantage or with low progression 

into higher education; the school or college where the applicant took their GCSEs/A-level 

equivalent has performed below the national average over multiple years; having been looked 

after in care for more than three months; and/ or having a refugee status.  

It is important to note some variation in the Admissions practices for different types of courses: they 

are likely to be highly centralised and regulated for undergraduate courses (commonly managed 

external to any given university via UCAS), centralised but direct and managed in-house within 

universities for masters courses, and very close to the lead supervisor for PhD and professional 

doctorate courses. Degree apprenticeships appointment could be an existing employee of a 

company, or a person recruited with selection and admission by an employer and higher education 

provider having ‘equal’ power on describing position and enrolment.  

2.3 Differences between subject areas, and the feasibility of course level considerations 

Data at School/ Department/ Course level is not easily or widely accessible as universities regard 

these as  highly confidential. This means that it is very difficult to gather knowledge about how 

construction courses are faring on A&P or to analyse trends over time. Arguably, the feasibility of 

School/ Department/ Course level targets or quotas or key performance indicators (KPIs) is 

somewhat questionable. Firstly, the problem is that the dataset is quite small at course level. 

Secondly, there are persistent differences in the perceived interest in certain courses, for example, 

by gender. The HESA classification that covers construction is “Architecture, Building and Planning” 

and “Engineering and Technology”.  These subjects tend to be attractive to more men than women, 

vis-à-vis social sciences and education and teaching, which tend to attract many more female 

entrants. The OfS figures relating to the differences in the proportions of female and male students 

within certain subjects are supported by other data (HESA, 2022) as shown in Figure 1 below. The 

publishing of figures at a course level could potentially be dangerous and lead to misinterpretations 



   
 

11 
 

and bad publicity should they be read out of context. It could create an opportunity for malicious 

manipulating of figures by not so well intended members of the press for example. The negative 

reputational effect of such press may be devastating, not only to the institution(s) involved but also 

for the subject area more widely. Thus, while transparency is desirable and essential, data must be 

handled carefully so that it is read in the relevant context.  

 

  

Figure 1. What do HE students study? Subject breakdown by gender (HESA, 2022) 

 

Table 3 shows a comparison of figures for undergraduate students from the academic year 2020-

2021 at the HE sector level and on construction courses within one institution. Data like this is 

difficult to obtain because universities do not make it publicly available.  However, this data is from a 

post-1992 institution which historically attracts students with a more diverse background.   The data 

illustrates well the industry specific skew on gender. We compared the data available for 

construction courses with data available on other courses within that institution and all the other 

measures (age, disability, ethnicity, sex, IMD, care experience) reflect more general trends within 

that institution, the locality, and student population they attract.  
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Table 3. OfS 2020-2021 data (OfS,2022c) on the protected characteristics and OfS defined 

underrepresented groups at the sector level and on construction courses within one post-1992 

institution (data not available on all protected characteristics and OfS defined underrepresented 

groups) 

Protected characteristics and OfS 
underrepresented groups 

Sector (HE) 
Construction courses at a post-

1992 institution 

Age* Most commonly entrants on full-
time courses are under the age of 

21 on entry: 68.4% 

Most commonly entrants on full-
time courses are under the age of 

21 on entry: 58% 

Disability* 14.8% of full-time entrants report 
having a disability 

11% of full-time entrants report 
having a disability 

Ethnicity* 70.4% White 

29.6% BAME 

92% White 

6% BAME 

2% unknown 

Sex* 56.5% Female 

43.4% Male 

19% Female 

81% Male 

Index of Multiple Deprivation 
(IMD) 

21.8% of entrants were from the 
most deprived areas 

11% of entrants were from the 
most deprived areas 

Care experience 1.1% of full-time entrants had 
been in care 

0% of full-time entrants had been 
in care 

 

Thus Table 3 shows that, at this diverse, post-1992 institution, the construction courses 

underperform, by significant margins, on the listed protected characters in comparison to the overall 

HE sector.  

Table 4. shows a comparison of figures (%) for applicants and entrants on undergraduate students 

on construction courses within the same institution. 

Table 4. Applicants and entrants on undergraduate students on construction courses in a post-1962 

institution 

Protected characteristics and OfS 
underrepresented groups 

Applicants Entrants  

Age* Most commonly applicants on 
full-time courses are under the 
age of 21: 57.8% 

Most commonly entrants on full-
time courses are under the age of 
21 on entry: 58% 

Disability* 10.9% of applicants for full-time 
courses report having a disability  

11% of full-time entrants report 
having a disability  

Ethnicity* 66.7% White 

7.1% BAME 

26.2% unknown 

92% White 

6% BAME 

2% unknown 

Sex* 20.9% Female 

79.1% Male 

19% Female 

81% Male 
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Index of Multiple Deprivation 
(IMD) 

10% of applicants for full-time 
courses were from the most 
deprived areas 

11% of entrants were from the 
most deprived areas 

Care experience 0.7% of applicants for full-time 
courses had been in care 

0% of full-time entrants had been 
in care  

 

Comparison between Tables 3 and 4 show that both applicants and entrants to construction courses 

at this post-1992 institution has much lower FIR percentages compared to the HE sector but there is 

good correlation for conversion from applicants to entrants with the exception of ethnicity.  In other 

words, this institution attracts a much less diverse pool of applicants, across all protected 

characteristics and it works hard to convert those applicants into entrants. 

 

3. University Access Statements 

In addition to the sector level data, Universities UK publish a range of good practice case studies1 

and several Universities publish statements about their longitudinal journeys in widening 

participation, including: 

The University of Manchester2  

The University of Manchester has operated a number of schemes over several decades now, 

including a Targeted Access Scheme, Gateways Access Manchester, Manchester Access Programme 

(MAP), contextual admissions, and school-based access initiatives such as Pathways to Law. 

Numbers of these schemes have grown from 100 students in 2003 to over 600 students in 2020.  

Nottingham Trent University3  

NTU has consistently recruited a greater proportion of its full-time undergraduate intake from Low 

Participation Neighbourhoods than the sector, and they are committed to paying particular 

attention to the under-representation of disadvantaged males (white and BME) for example through 

revised outreach and marketing. Black, Asian and other minority ethnic 18-year-olds are well-

represented at NTU. For several years they have been strategically improving support for applicants 

and students with disability/ies, and the number and percentage of NTU’s fulltime first degree 

entrants with a known disability has increased consistently. 

Loughborough University4 

As part of the University’s commitment, we have invested in a range of initiatives designed to reduce 

the inequalities observed across the student lifecycle. Alongside a suite of aspiration and 

attainment-raising activities this includes use of contextual data and measures to identify applicants 

 
1 https://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/latest/insights-and-analysis/case-studies-new-approach-university  
2 https://www.access.manchester.ac.uk/a-history-of-wp/ 
3 https://www.ntu.ac.uk/policies/access-participation-plan 
4 https://www.lboro.ac.uk/study/access-participation/ 

http://www.lboro.ac.uk/study/undergraduate/getting-started/applying/contextual-data/
https://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/latest/insights-and-analysis/case-studies-new-approach-university
https://www.access.manchester.ac.uk/a-history-of-wp/
https://www.ntu.ac.uk/policies/access-participation-plan
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to Loughborough with the greatest potential to succeed with their studies and to ensure that no 

groups are disadvantaged during the application process. 

Universities’ A&P Impact Reports show the progress made against the targets, objectives, and 

written commitments they had set out in their A&P plan each year. Commonly this includes analysis 

of longer-term trends.  

 

4. Reflections on Priority 2: Access into Industry - HE 

In terms of the CLC Skills Plan Actions for Priority 2: Routes into Industry (HE), to improve these 

percentages: 

Every HE provider, due to the OfS mandate, already reviews, enhances and embeds their plans for 

Fairness, Inclusion and Respect within their recruitment criteria.  This is largely met by the 

requirement to set and continually report on A&P plans. The HE sector is some way ahead of the 

construction industry specific planning. Our research has confirmed that the long-standing, high-

level commitment to the principles of FIR/ EDI, is evidenced by institutional level strategy and 

practices and continuing improvement in the measures relating to the protected characteristics and 

OfS defined underrepresented groups. To move further would require a careful consideration of the 

possible unintended consequences of FIR/ EDI driven recruitment programmes.  Concerns over 

positive discrimination often emerge in response to interventions which are seen to infringe the 

fundamental principle of meritocracy (Johns et al, 2014; Dobbin and Kalev, 2016). The HE Admissions 

practice is currently well aligned with both the principles of meritocracy and contextual 

consideration of specific circumstances. Major effort in this regard is thus not sensible, and instead, 

focus ought to be on enhancing the experience and learning on FIR/ EDI within HE, and also 

enhancing the workplace profile so that diverse entrants into the industry can be retained.  The 

following key issues need to be addressed to ensure the pipeline of construction applicants into HE is 

much fairer and more inclusive. 

Attractiveness of the Construction Sector:  The data in Tables 4 and 5 shows that we are not able to 

attract diverse applicants to HE construction courses.  Broader research identifies the following 

themes as of specific concern within the context of the construction industry and built environment 

as a sector: leadership; the image of the industry and career perceptions; gender; ethnicity; and 

disability. These issues intersect in complex ways to create an environment that is not attractive to 

new entrants generally and especially those from underrepresented groups (Raiden and King, 2022: 

16; Missa and Ahmed, 2010).  

Promoting Construction to Minorities: People from ethnic minority backgrounds face limited 

opportunities within the industry and an awareness of construction careers is minimal within this 

population (Holborough, 2015; Missa and Ahmed, 2010). Newton and Ormerod (2005) also found 

that employers in construction are unlikely to have specific policies or practices in place to support 

the employment of people with disabilities and instead tend to rely on broader equality and health 

and safety information in managing situations where a worker becomes disabled during at work. 

They largely ignore people with disabilities in the labour market (ibid: 1079).  

Promoting Construction to Female Students: There is a wealth of research on gender in the context 

of construction and the built environment (see for example Bigelow et al, 2015; Dericks and Phua, 
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2020; Ginige et al, 2007; Murphy and Ren, 2010; Ness, 2010; Powell et al, 2004, 2005, 2010; Sang 

and Powell, 2012; Thevenin and Elliott, 2018) much of which points to problems with the image of 

the industry, perceptions of poor career options, family influences, gender stereotypes, male 

domination and lack of female peers.  Baker et al (2021) find that leadership level gender diversity 

and initiatives which support work-life balance enhance both organisational performance and their 

ability to recruit diverse staff. Wilkes et al (2015) highlight concerns about the lack of visibility of 

construction careers. They find that it is primarily only students who know someone in the industry 

that are aware of the degree and other possibilities within the industry. Oo et al (2020) report that 

once women work in construction their job satisfaction tends to be relatively high, and this is 

increased when their career expectations are met. Thus, they propose that familiarisation and 

fulfilment of newcomers’ expectations is an important aspect of retention. Other initiatives put 

forward by researchers include positive industry promotion focussing at pre school-leavers (Murphy 

and Ren, 2010; Powell et al, 2004) and breaking down gendered socialisation processes so that girls 

and boys are not biased towards particular career paths (Powell et al, 2004), increasing enrolment of 

women on construction courses through school careers counselling (Bigelow et al, 2015), the use of 

mentors and role models to inspire and motivate students on construction courses – this was found 

particularly effective for female students (Thevenin and Elliott, 2018), and publishing good news to 

showcase the technology and engineering achievements to society at large (Ginige et al, 2007).   

Role of Professional Bodies:  These are also committing to EDI. For example, the CIOB EDI campaign4 

recognises that,  

“When they leave our universities, students face a construction industry which still has a long 

way to go to become a more equal, diverse, and inclusive. In the UK, women account for about 

15%, professionals from Black, Asian, and Minority backgrounds for about 6% of the 

construction workforce… [and aim] to discuss how change can be brought about which starts at 

the education level and might transform the industry our graduates will enter to fully embrace 

the Art of Building.“ (CIOB, 2022) 

Similarly, the RICS5 states that,  

“The surveying profession needs a diverse workforce in order to utilise the innovative skills and 

technologies required by consumers in the built and natural environments; it is our responsibility 

to tackle barriers to entry and encourage a more diverse profession. 

RICS has been committed to raising the awareness of surveying and the ambition for the 

profession to be more diverse. The Inclusive Employer Equality Mark is a response to the sector 

striving to move towards a more diverse and inclusive workforce.” (RICS, 2022)  

The question becomes: How can the HE and professional body commitment be better aligned to 

achieve change in industry and practice? We take this forward in the action plan below.  

 

 

 

 
4 https://www.ciob.org/industry/politics-government/campaigns/equality-diversity-inclusion 
5 https://www.rics.org/uk/about-rics/responsible-business/diversity-and-inclusion/ 

https://www.ciob.org/industry/politics-government/campaigns/equality-diversity-inclusion
https://www.rics.org/uk/about-rics/responsible-business/diversity-and-inclusion/
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5. Guidance for FIR in HE 

Given that we are satisfied that HE in the UK has embedded the principles of FIR (or EDI) in student 

recruitment and selection for some time now, and our findings support the Skills Report statement: 

“HE provision is performing well in terms of encouraging diversity” (CLC, 2021: 28), there is no need 

for further action on this point for now. The system seems well equipped for encouraging continual 

improvement.  However, the focus should include how we support a more diverse and inclusive 

student body. 

We offer guidance for ‘doing more’ in different areas on three levels: 

1. The School / Department level: Embed FIR/ EDI in the curriculum, and develop localised A&P 

planning and monitoring; 

2. The University level: Make School/ Department/ Course level data available, assess staff profiles 

and evaluate staff development requirements on FIR/ EDI, investigate student support and 

retention. 

3. External Stakeholders: Reflect on the terminology used, align FIR to the wider scope of the 

Sustainable Development Goals, the pipeline to HE, and the influence of the professional bodies 

 

The School level 

• Embed FIR/ EDI in the curriculum and make it an explicit module/ course learning objective for 

all construction and related courses curriculum so as to ensure future generations of 

construction managers, surveyors, architects, etc. have the skills and competencies related to 

FIR/ EDI in the workplace 

• Develop localised A&P planning and monitoring 

o Make A&P data at School/ Department/ course level available so that relevant members of 

staff can develop knowledge about how our construction courses are faring and analyse 

trends over time, and then develop appropriate local action plans.   

o Instigate Schools specific FIR/ EDI planning and monitoring that is devolved from the 

university level policy and practice and equally feeds into that process. Record examples of 

changing and/ or practice.  

o Integrate FIR/ EDI into course review and development plans. 

 

The University level 

• Make School/ Department/ Course level data available to support localised A&P planning and 

monitoring 

• Assess staff profiles to investigate whether there are the diverse role models within HE, and 

make information about staff diversity visible  

• Evaluate staff training and development requirements re: FIR/ EDI, and review how well 

academic and support staff at Course level are equipped for supporting a diverse body of 

students; this may involve an investigation into how institutional level policy is communicated 

and actioned into practice on A&P beyond Admissions 
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• Investigate retention of students from under-

represented groups and devise initiatives to support 

them through their learning journey. 

• Trace how FIR/ EDI is currently embedded in a 

longitudinal manner to follow a student throughout 

their studies, from application to entry and 

throughout their learning journey onto successful 

learning outcomes and achievement of a 

qualification, and where necessary consider how this 

could be actioned (some of this may be devolved to 

school level too). 

 

External Stakeholders 

• Review of the use of terminology – there is a need for common terms of reference.  FIR does 

not align well with the OfS and HE policy and practice on A&P. The OfS approach is more 

specific and comprehensive (see Table 1), thus a consideration is needed to determine 

whether (a) their definitions and terminology are adopted for construction too; (b) how FIR is 

defined (i.e., is it a rebranding of EDI, and how are the core principles of fairness expressed 

and put into action, and measured and evaluated?). Such an articulation and developing an 

understanding of fairness is an opportunity for upskilling at HE level also. 

• Consider connecting the CLC Skills Plan and actions to the UN Sustainable Development Goals 

(SDGs) to show connections to the wider global agenda, perhaps specifically and directly with 

reference to SDGs 5: Gender equality, and 10: Reduced inequalities; and indirectly SDGs 3: 

Good health and well-being, 4: Quality education, 8: Decent work and economic growth, 11: 

Sustainable cities and communities, 16: Peace, justice and strong institutions, and 17: 

Partnerships for the goals. HE institutions globally are committed to doing this (see for 

example EUA, n.d.; University of Manchester, 2022). As part of NTU’s strategic plan they state: 

“We will align our activities with the United Nations’ Global Sustainable Development Goals, 

recognising environmental, social and economic sustainability in a triple bottom line and 

supporting our partners and suppliers to do the same.” (NTU, 2022).  This allows for 

integration of the skills plan into the wider organisational strategic planning and enhances the 

visibility and significance of specific actions, connecting the local to the global. 

• Investigate and enhance the pipeline to HE (e.g., influence of careers counselling at schools, 

GCSE and A levels choices, local demographics, type of University) 

• HE and professional body commitment to A&P and EDI need to be better aligned to achieve 

further improvements in practice. Professional institutions can highlight FIR/ EDI as an 

accreditation requirement at course level and hence bring it additional focus.  A joint 

approach will allow Schools to learn from other Schools' good practice. 

 

 

  

University X initiated several 

strands of work under the banner 

of “The Student Success Academy” 

to help primarily BAME students.  It 

includes: 

• Future Black Talent Programme; 

• Academic Success Coaching; 

• Placement Start-Up Funds; and 

• Get Ahead Together. 
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http://www.arcom.ac.uk/abstracts-results.php?title=&author=sang&keyword=&p=5113#5113
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Appendix 1 

Priority 2: Routes into Industry – HE Task Group members: 

• Dr Ani Raiden, Associate Professor, Nottingham Business School, Nottingham Trent University 

(NTU) 

• Prof Abigail Powell, Professor of Sociology and Social Policy, School of Social and Political 

Sciences, University of Lincoln 

• Prof Kate Sang, Professor, Director of the Centre for Research on Employment, Work and the 

Professions (CREWS), Edinburgh Business School, Heriot Watt University 

• Dr Andrew King, Workplace Tutor, Apprenticeships, NTU 

• Prof Chris Gorse, Professor of Construction and Project Management, Leeds Beckett University 

• Prof Craig Thomson, Professor in Sustainability and the Built Environment, Glasgow Caledonian 

University 

• Dr Chrissi McCarthy, Director, Constructing Equality 

• Briony Wickenden, Head of Training and Development, Civil Engineering Contractors 

Association (CECA) 

A small number of Universities in the UK were selected for in-depth research so as to form an indicator 

of how student recruitment and selection in HE institutions works.  

 


