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Much of the construction industry experiences an underlying sense of ‘us and them’
between various parties. This undertone spans across relationships between the site
and office teams or even client and contractor. Literature on theory, education,
industrial relations, and management show that the phenomenon exists, yet relatively
little remains published and documented for the wider construction sector. Using an
inductive approach, this research addresses this knowledge gap by showcasing that
the culture exists and is prominent among those working in the sector. The findings
indicate that although it is an underlying industry trend, real solutions are difficult to
pinpoint due to differences in project goals, individuals’ perceptions, hierarchies and
even personality types. Discussion is generated by to the lack of published literature
on this phenomenon along with cultural issues affecting its spread among different
personality types of construction projects, and the emergence of sets from interviews.
This research discusses the complexities which contribute to the invisible divide
within the construction workforce, consequently both practitioners and academics
could possess greater ability to stimulate true collaboration.
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INTRODUCTION

On a large majority of construction sites around the UK there is an undercurrent of 'us
and them'. Varying project targets, priorities and conditions can influence the
behaviours of individuals which can cause a rift between the parties involved in any
project. Payment terms, completion dates and resources can drive a friction wedge
between the principal contractor and their supply chain, while different nationalities,
unequal pay and working goals can affect the split within and between the workforce
and construction teams. While understood and acknowledged by many, this split is
one that remains to be thoroughly documented within the sector. The divide and
differences in culture and personalities of those involved in the management of the
project (predominantly office-based staff) and those executing the delivery of the
construction (site-based workers) needs addressing, with a view to aid the flow of
communication and bridge the cultural divide between the two, enabling a brighter
future for the industry. Construction sites have been described by Tennant, et al.
(2011) as being ‘deeply tribal’, and the perceived performance of a project is
representative of the success of the communication within it (Olanrewaju, ef al.,
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2017). The nature of the industry is dependent on teamwork and group collaboration
for which social interaction is key in building and developing relationships (Emmitt
and Gorse, 2007). Described by the CEO of the CIOB as being a ‘team sport’
(Gumble, 2023), the sector should be leading the trend in teamwork, collaboration,
and group dynamics. Yet the fragmented nature of the industry, internally and
externally (Riazi, ef al., 2022), prevents this whole team approach and leads to the
underlying and relatively undocumented phenomenon of ‘Us’ and ‘Them’, created
through unconscious bias, stress and lacking a sense of belonging.

The main objective of this paper is to test if this phenomenon exists within the sector
and generate discussion around emerging types and sets. This research is innovative
in the relation to the selection of candidates for interrogation as it proposes to
understand the mentality of authority divisions within the industry. Some studies
(Loosemore and Lee, 2002; Hoezen, et al., 2006; Tipili and Ojeba, 2014; Ogunnusi, et
al., 2020) focus on a management and professional-level-only selection for data
collection or a specific cohort within a demographic range, yet the candidate selection
for this research is from all levels and disciplines of the industry. This is to ensure
that the ‘us and them’ phenomenon is thoroughly investigated from all perspectives to
ensure an equality of data gathered.

The paper forms part of a larger research project, from which this data forms the pilot
study. Its purpose was to test the initial existence of the phenomenon before the study
continued. There is an abundance of published literature on the justification and
adoption of pilot studies from social science research, with a large majority of it is
specific to medical research or clinical trials including Morin, (2013) Thabane, et al.
(2010) van Teijlingen and Hundley, (2002) Hassan, et al. (2006) and In, (2017).
Construction Management researchers like Cherns and Bryant, (2006) Yang, et al.
(2009) and Li, et al. (2015) among others, also favour the adoption of a pilot study to
test theory and trends.

Within the construction sector and from primary research for this paper, specific sets
of ‘us and them” have emerged and are listed later in table 1. With Egan (1998)
considering the workforce to be the most valuable commodity, more needs to be
understood about why the split is so apparent among those in the industry yet remains
largely undocumented. Understanding and exploring this split may aid in reducing
miscommunication for the future of the construction sector.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Karl Marx’s theory of “them and us” shows a disconnect between teams of social
classes and within hierarchies, and this can be evidenced and reflected in the
construction sector, with communication breakdowns a common occurrence between
upper management and the workforce (Chartered Institute of Personnel and
Development, 2020). The fracture of a sense of belonging may stem from the
differences between those managing and those being managed. This is an issue
beyond the realm of engineering and construction and can be seen and evidenced in
wider industrial relations literature (Kelly and Kelly 1991; Coupland, et al., 2005;
Hyman, 1975) and social studies such as the ‘Hawthorne Studies’ (Mayo, 1933) and
‘The Robbers Cave Study’ (Sherif, et al., 1961). The latter hypothesized that “when
two groups have conflicting aims, their members will become hostile to each other
even though the groups are composed of normal, well-adjusted individuals™ (Hopper,
2019).
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The ‘us and them’ phenomenon relates to differences between social groups
(Cambridge Dictionary, 2023). Variances in personal construct, culture, ethnicity and
even job type or position can lead to an underlying current of there being a disparity
between groups in an organisation, company or even between organisations,
especially when there is a perceived difference in power levels. These cultural
identities extend to factors including race, gender, and class (Clarke, 2008). Group
membership allows people to have a sense of belonging and fits in with Maslow’s
hierarchy of needs. Once alliances are made within a group, along with the benefits,
comes the likelihood of prejudice, bias, and corruption towards others outside of that
group’s identity. Tajfel and Turner (1979) coined this term Social Identity Theory
(SIT) and outline how individuals develop their sense of self not only from their
personal identity but also from ‘association and identification’ (Lipkin, 2019) with one
or more social groups. Simple instances of established ‘us and them’ sets include
‘haves and the have nots’, nation and nation, taxpayers and those on benefits, religious
groups, management and workforce, sales and operations, sports teams, and many
more global examples within and throughout society and industry. It could be safe to
assume that most construction workers have experienced some level of this split at
some stage in their career. The phenomenon in the sector can refer to a perceived
division between different groups of workers in the industry, including different
ethnicities, nationalities, and skill levels. This ‘notion of difference’ (Clarke, 2008)
and division can lead to tension and conflict, resulting in a lack of collaboration
among workers and could ultimately impact productivity.

Research such as Clarke, (2008) Fanon, (1986) and Zisek, (1993) have outlined that
the phenomenon in the construction sector is a result of various factors, including
unequal benefits and treatment, varying working conditions for different groups, and
boils down to the fragmented nature of the industry (Proverbs, et al., 2000). For
example, a study by Vershinina, ef al. (2018) found that migrant workers in the UK
construction sector were often paid less than their British counterparts and were
subjected to lower working conditions, which obviously led to feelings of resentment
and division.

Another factor contributing to this divide could be the use of agency and casual
workers in the construction sector which leads to a fragmented and divided workforce,
with different groups of workers having different levels of employment security, pay,
and benefits. Concern about these divisions and under-representation is highlighted
by Ahmed, et al. (2008) and was also outlined in the Latham report (1994) about
equal opportunities.

A fragmented sector, agency workers and the inclusion of a migrant workforce can all
impact the flow of communication. The few studies which hint at the ‘us and them’
undercurrent all deal with migrant workforce (Krings , ef al., 2011), women and men
in the industry (Lingard and Francis, 2004) or immigration (Ahmed, et al., 2008) as
being the main divide. While all these are indeed examples, these cultural separations
are not the only splits which exist. Managing to bridge these divides is one of the
most important aspects of site and project communication. With multiple cultures and
personalities on a development, how we interact and acknowledge these differences
can be crucial to communication success.

In aiding communication between ‘tribes’ or cultures, it would be useful for managers
to have an awareness of the ‘chameleon effect’ (Chartrand and Bargh, 1999). This
term refers to the bidirectional relationship between nonconscious mimicry speakers
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and understanding (Sharafaddin-zadeh and Nicoladis, 2021), and takes many forms
including verbal and nonverbal, conscious, and nonconscious. Interestingly,
nonconscious mimicry of accents (Giles and Powesland, 1975), rates of speech
(Webb, 1972), and speech rhythms (Capella and Panalp, 1981) between partner
interactions have also occurred in an effort to make the speaker ‘fit in’ to another
group or to blend with the culture of the ‘others’. This suggests that imitation of
behaviours may have served socially adaptive functions, leading those who mimicked
the greatest to contribute the most to the gene pool (Sharafaddin-zadeh and Nicoladis,
2021) and can serve a “social glue” function, binding people together and creating
harmonious relationships (Lakin, et al., 2003)

METHOD

Research in construction and construction management can be categorised as being at
an intersection of social and natural science (Love, ef al.,, 2002) and as such does not
have single suitable or prescribed methodological approach. Addressing research into
complex phenomena and behaviours lends itself to a qualitative approach as it is
exploratory and inductive. Multiple authors (Denzin and Lincoln, 2000; Flick, 2018;
Silverman, 2016) promote this method as the most appropriate for investigating trends
and underlying social issues research and is particularly useful when exploring
complex phenomena or when little is known about a particular topic. Yet in the field
of construction management, there has been lots of debate among academics as to
which (generic) research methodology is most appropriate (Love, et al., 2002).

Qualitative research studies are also referred to as small-N projects (Panke, 2018) as
the number of observations (the ‘N”) is limited to a few cases. As this investigation is
focusing on issues incorporating and surrounding the overall themes of
communication, construction management and the split on site, an inductive approach
is appropriate. Qualitative methods are usually the most appropriate in regards
finding out social facts of the causes of phenomenon such as personality type,
personal construct, and prosody. Investigating how these phenomena arise in the
interactions of their participants suits a qualitative approach (Silverman, 2016).
Previous studies around this topic have allowed for a Mixed Methods Research
approach (MMR) such as the work of Olanrewaju, et al. (2017) and W, et al. (2017)
where some elements of their studies have been based on a cross-sectional survey
questionnaire. Qualitative research crosscuts disciplines, fields, and subject matters
(Denzin and Lincoln, 2000) and is a situated activity that locates the researcher in the
‘world’ of their research topic. Immersing oneself into the field allows the research to
undertake an inductive approach, using only the information directly at hand to form
opinions. One of the main advantages of using qualitative methods for this research is
reflexivity, the recognition and analysis of different perspectives (Flick, 2018), which
can also provide detailed insights into individuals' experiences and subjective
perspectives (Gibson and Brown, 2009). Qualitative semi-structured interviews (n=7)
were carried out to get the opinions of those in the industry in relation to
communication practices, and to investigate the existence of the phenomenon on
various site types, as responses to similar situations would allow focus on the
differences of views.

Data collection

Candidates from industry contractors, consultants and sites have been sourced for
interviews. These candidates vary in discipline (management, engineering, civil,
trades) and responsibility levels (junior, management, CEO, subcontractor, supply
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chain etc.) in order to get a full range of experience, opinions, and views from all
perspectives. Doing this has tested the verbal communication levels experienced by
each level of the construction sector and scrutinise whether ‘us and them’ is felt by
everyone, or just one ‘side’ of the site or sector. Interviewees were also selected to
investigate any difference in personnel on site between the large scale and
infrastructure projects and those on smaller and domestic developments. The data was
collected through open-ended semi-structured interviews and coded through NVivo.
Open questions were chosen as they were answered based on the knowledge that the
interviewee has immediately at hand (Flick, 2018).

Table 1: Candidate details for qualitative interviews

Participant Job role Experience  Project/Site type Company type

Site Manager 38 years Domestic Major UK national housebuilder
Skilled Trade 22 Years Infrastructure Tier 1 Contractor

Managing Director 17 years Domestic and commercial Housing and commercial retrofit
Assoc. Director 13 years Project Management (client) Tier 1 Contractor

Site Manager 8 years Commercial Tier 1 Contractor

Project Engineer 3 years Commercial Tier 2 Contractor

Eng. Surveyor 3 years Residential Commercial Tier 1 Contractor

In the researcher’s opinion, candidates were very honest in their responses and in their
expression and acknowledgement of the existence of the ‘us and them’ trend. The
findings and data are discussed below.

DISCUSSION
The Existence of ‘Us and Them’

There are multiple examples of construction sites’ setup adopting a method of having
stacked welfare cabins for offices, welfare areas and storage. A practical approach to
sometimes small sites but also to maintain a close quarters of communication for the
contractor and construction teams and compliance with CDM regulations. While this
tactic is easily understood, it begins to build this split between the workers and the
managers. This Marxist ideal of those ‘ruling’ and those ‘being ruled’ is emphasized
by individuals having to climb the steps to the manager’s or principal contractor’s
cabin. While one of the reasons for this setup is to be able to physically see the
worksite as it develops, another is to segregate teams so that ‘you're not getting drawn
away into matters that might not necessarily concern you’. Other reasons would
include commercially sensitive information so ‘keeping that separation can have its
benefits’. From this we can interpret that the phenomenon is hard to avoid in lieu of
preferred and functional site setup and layout warranted by many contractors.
Hierarchies, therefore, can act as significant barriers to communication (Martin, et al.,
2014) and many argue that it is an issue of trust between these parties which leads to
any miscommunication (Polychroniou, et al., 2016). However, from the interviews,
candidates involved in the management side have expressed their desire for the
‘management need to be separated from the workforce to set the hierarchy on the site.’
The questions then arise about layout and segregation; could a separation of teams on
site still be applied, but reverse the implicit hierarchy? Allowing for the management
cabins to be lower in the tier, or even on the ground floor, may open the ease of
communication and reduce the implied hierarchy, while maintaining the segregation
desired by site managers.

Some various groups of ‘us and them’ also emerged during the conversations.
Colloquialisms, slang, and popular expressions have been outlined in table 2 for how
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individuals on site refer to the ‘others’ within the project. These terms are repetitive
and commonplace in other settings, and the findings of Thiel (2013) also align with
the terms that emerge during the interviews. Yet as one candidate outlines, they ‘think
sometimes they (workforce) can see it as a sort of them and us situation, probably
because their goals are different.” With another adding that ‘there seems to be more of
a divide between the office worker and those lads on site, rather than the qualified
tradesmen.’

Table 2: Terminology for the ’others’ on construction sites, from qualitative interviews

The lads in the office The gaffer
Neanderthals on site The office w#*?kers
‘on the tools’ Cowboys

Unskilled v skilled workers ‘hoods’

The candidates were questioned on their time spent on site and their time in the office.
Unsurprisingly the managers and consultants were almost full-time office based
(either on the project or in a head office) and the operatives were on site (‘boots on the
ground’) for most of the time. Both sets answered the question of ‘us and them’
instantly and were able to comment on who was ‘us’ and ‘them’ with ease.
Interestingly the engineers and surveyors who split their time equally between the
office and the site took longer to come to a clear decision of ‘us and them’. This is
more than likely because they see themselves as neither one or the other and can
easily identify with both parties. The chameleon effect was understood and known
about by these candidates more so than the others. In line with the findings of
Chartrand and Bargh, (1999) they discussed how imitation of posture and behaviours
led to an increased liking as well as a smoother interaction when dealing and
conversing with those on site and the office. As White (2021) outlines, it is important
to know what type of personality one has and how that personality type is impacted by
this effect.

‘Us and Them’ Types

With the clear emergence of the ‘us and them’ phenomenon during the interviews,
various types became evident. Depending on the job role, the location of the project
and its nature, and depending on the amount of time spent on site or in the office,
these themes developed. The research began by trying to highlight the existence of a
split on site, predominantly between the site team and those in the office. However
more types and variations surfaced during the discussions, which are highlighted in
table 3.

While the initial objective of the pilot study was to investigate the presence of the
phenomenon, from a site versus office viewpoint, and many more types emerged.
While all candidates agreed with its presence, they also provided multiple examples
beyond the site and office split. There was a clear subjective response and candidates
spoke of personal experiences. This is clear in the CM v QS split which was provided
by the project manager. While it can be expected to see more ‘office v site’ splits,
there is also a clear split between each level of hierarchy. Client and contractor at the
managerial level, and the wet and dry trades at the operational side.

574



The 'Us and Them' Divide on Construction Sites

Management and Operations Working and Professional (social) classes
Site and Office Head (project) office and site (satellite) offices
Contractor and Client Wet and Dry trades

Construction team and contract team (CM v QS) Women and Men

Principle contractor and supply chain Trades v labour force

Table 3: ‘Us and Them’ emerging sets - from qualitative interviews

A common theme that arose from the analysis was the fact that individuals changed
their ways of verbal communication. From the discussions with participants, it was
queried whether they changed their strategy when speaking to people who worked at a
different level from themselves. 86% agreed that they do change the way they interact
with those either above and below their ‘rank’ or profile. While only 29% were
familiar with the term dubbed ‘the chameleon effect’, where one party attempts to
replicate or mimic the others manner of speech to communicate on their level and
avoid the wrong prosodic cues in their discourse. It is the occurrence of
conversational partners becoming more like each other in what they say, how they say
it and other behavioural phenomena (Levitan, ef al., 2012). While it may not even be
a conscious decision, one site manager declared that ‘I actually think I do that
subconsciously’ to ‘fit in’ to the ‘lads on site so that they would actually listen to you’.

One candidate spoke of the workers’ sense of needing a more ‘familiar ear’ (accent or
delivery). Another mentions how they would alter their accent, and how ‘there's a few
things I’d say on site that I wouldn’t mention in the office’. Other phrases that
emerged included ‘lowering the tone’ on site as opposed to the more “professional
manner’ adopted in the site office. Acknowledging that everyone’s personalities are
different too, one candidate replied that; “You have to pick and choose who and how
you speak to people.” Another candidate speaks of their issue of dealing with the
transition from site to office and vice versa as; ‘I get more polite and more well-
spoken when I spend time in the office’.

There exists a link here to the personality types outlined in the Myers-Briggs studies
(MBTTI), where it has been discovered that more empathetic individuals exhibited a
greater degree of mimicry than others. One of the most predominant personality traits
of those working in construction is Judging and Technical (Colbert and Aboagye-
Nimo, 2021). Naturally it can be argued here that if those in the industry feel the need
to change their natural approach, either in speech or body language, to talk to those in
a different position, it is illustrative of an invisible split on site.

CONCLUSION

While understood, appreciated, and acknowledged by most people in the construction
sector, the phenomenon of ‘us and them’ remains largely unpublished and
documented, especially between the site and the office. This research aimed to
showcase that it does exist, and not only on the construction sites themselves but in
the wider industry as per table 3. It has also highlighted the evidence of individuals
within the industry adapting their communication approach to sound or appear more
familiar to ‘others’, in order to ease communication and in an effort to fit in and not be
considered one of ‘them’. This paper forms part of a larger research project, which is
currently undertaking a quantitative study to gather larger amounts of data in which to
further scrutinise this phenomenon.
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