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Your Questions Answered

[An insight into the emerging client body, the CCG, from Christopher Morley, who will be managing the successor body to the CCC full time]

Question: What is the status of the CCG?

I am pleased to say that we have secured sufficient enthusiasm and support from industry to fund an Executive Director for the CCG full time, and I have accepted that role from 5 April 04. The CCG already has a good size membership and that important balance between both public and private sector firm, however we hope to quickly establish something that more organizations will want to join.

Question: How representative is CCG at this moment?

The active involvement of organizations like CBI, LGTF and BPF, (to name a few of our trade body members), means that potentially we have an enormous client outreach. I recently looked at the identity of the 50 largest construction clients in 2003 and established that no less than 42 of them are currently with CCG – over 80%.   

Question: You are in touch with the biggest clients, but can CCG reflect the needs of one off or occasional clients?

Yes we can and we have a responsibility to do so. Take the integration initiative for example, it is recognized that repeat clients benefit from actively integrating whole project teams, whereas the one off client will simply enjoy access to readily assembled supply chains. – Where considerably more work needs to be done, is in tailoring each initiative differently according to different target audiences. 

One of the particular strengths of the CCG is that the leading edge clients genuinely want to help the less expert to know what to ask for, and what to expect from the industry, when procuring construction. This avoids the more expert clients having to endlessly reintroduce contractors and sub contractors to different ways of working each time they return to their schemes. This kind of collaboration amongst clients represents a win win situation for everyone working in and around construction.  

Question: What is the current Chairmanship status? 

Mike Roberts is the CCG Chairman and our intention was always that he would take us through the critical transitional phase as we rebuilt the client body and then hand the baton on. I would like to add that we are extremely fortunate that he agreed to do so as the successful launch of CCG is in no small part down to him. 

Candidature to succeed Mike as we go into the next phase, and he takes a less active role in the running of CCG, will be an agenda item at the CCG meeting on Wednesday 7 April 04. 

Question: How will you grow the membership further?

As an organization the CCG will focus on areas where we can meet real needs amongst clients. An outstanding need is to bring public and private sector clients of all sizes under one roof. Both to listen to what the supply side has to say and for clients to share valuable experiences amongst themselves. We can also promote best practice, primarily in collaboration with other organizations, but as far as possible the selling point must be profit. - Not profit through clients looking to squeeze contractor margins, or contractors looking to submit claims and variations, but profit through partnership.     

As I say maximizing client outreach is key to the new client body. Therefore we will create an individual company membership category to sit alongside the existing trade body category for those clients outside any trade body, (of which there are many), or for whom their respective trade body has elected not to financially subscribe to CCG. We will also be establishing an associate membership category because there are many key organizations with overlapping agenda to CCG.  Finally, we will be looking for innovative ways of engaging clients outside the CCG fold. For instance we will stage an annual client conference, which should represent a cost effective way of clients accessing a lot of useful contacts and information sources in one or two days. 

Question: Why has the decision been taken now to increase resource for the client body?

There are two main reasons. Outside the industry construction is starting to be seen as a critical factor in overall business performance. This is evidenced by the increased interest that wider business membership organizations like the CBI are showing in the client body. As the Construction Minister recently commented: “construction is the lynchpin of our economy”, - a fact that people are waking  up to. The other reason is that closer to home, bodies such as the CIC, the Strategic Forum and Constructing Excellence, are all providing the necessary framework for clients to engage a very big industry through the CCG.  

Question: What is your background?

Over the last eight years I have been in senior positions in private sector trade associations, where much of my work has been on industry approaches to the environment and responses to environmental regulation. In the last few years I have been exposed to construction client related issues within my role as Planning and Construction Director at the BPF. 

Question: Could you apply any experiences from the environment sector to your new role?

Yes I can, just look at the recent television adverts to encourage companies to reduce their energy consumption, - they avoid particular reference to the environment, and instead provide a powerful image of firms oozing cash, like blood, out of their walls. We should consider employing similar images to get our best practice messages across in this sector, because you could argue that construction clients (and others) are, if not embracing best practice, also bleeding profit from their walls.

Question: So what are the objectives of the new organization?

On several occasions I have heard construction chiefs say that if they felt confident they knew what most clients really wanted they would do it - that they would direct the appropriate investment in response to those needs. It is fairly basic but therefore an immediate task is to make sure that we have that information to hand. It is also important of course to contrast what most clients want with what the industry can practically deliver and here the CCG has a role. 

As I say, a further priority is to work with others to highlight the business case for change. Why rely on exhortation?  Take building design for example, we need to demonstrate the return to the client, who is often not the eventual occupant of the building, of investing in all aspects of design. 

Question: Is CCG all about increasing member profit?

I am a firm believer that economic and societal benefits are largely intertwined. For instance clients have no chance of deriving best value from construction until we achieve a fully qualified workforce. 

Having said that, issues such as health and safety will always be a priority and the CCG is already working closely with the HSE on the review of the CDM Regulations. There are other fundamental issues like the Strategic Forum’s respect for people initiative, which CCG will of course endorse. 

Question: What do you see as the key challenges ahead?

We should be trumpeting industry successes more. That creates enthusiasm and makes everyone strive harder to improve the industry’s performance. It also signals to the recalcitrant in the industry, (and they exist in every sector), that the “writing is on the wall” and that they must change their practices if they want to keep attracting clients’ business. 

It might sound like a contradiction, but I think another challenge is for the construction industry itself to be slightly more realistic in what it expects of clients at times. Some clients, often the ones you most want to reach, are better coaxed to best practice by focusing on incremental change, radical expectation can cause entrenchment. That is why the CCG has started working with Achilles, the firm that manages the Clients’ Charter, to create a free early entry point equivalent of this best practice tool. Whilst there are many private and public sector client trailblazers, it is important to get more private sector clients to the starting grid and not leave anyone behind. 

Question: How do you see the role of the client in the building process?

The client is obviously a key component and without the client properly on board a big piece of the rethinking construction jigsaw is missing. I suspect that the current range of industry initiatives are valuable for everyone, but the trick, looking ahead, will be to highlight the specific value to the client. 

Client leadership is often what we need to enact change. However this term leadership has been misinterpreted by some clients, who fear that the industry is passing responsibility to them for delivering all the solutions to all their problems. I don’t think that is what most people mean by client leadership but it highlights a need to be cautious in applying the term. 

Question: We have seen the CCF, the CCC and now the CCG – We are in danger of loosing track of our acronyms. How do we know that this one will be around one year from now?  

A significant difference with the CCG is that it has grown gradually from a skeleton secretariat. Only when enough clients felt it was worth doing did we decide to press on. Another factor in our favour is that the CCG does not exist in a vacuum. We were really struck over the last twelve months by the number of organizations keen to work constructively with CCG – certainly many more than we could reasonably cope with at the time. In this respect I think we have been handed a distinct advantage over predecessor client bodies. Even in recent months, the emergence of organizations like Constructing Excellence, which co-ordinates all the good work that was previously going on, helps create a positive momentum for change.  

Question: Which organizations will CCG work with most? 

We want to work with as many organizations that wish to work with us. Having said that, Constructing Excellence and the Strategic Forum will probably be the organizations that we work with most. The latter has developed a business plan for 2004 that includes a number of issues of direct interest to clients such as sustainability and insurance, and this helps further that all important client engagement. If we want to draw more clients to the rethinking construction table, we need to serve up some enticing issues alongside those that other parts of the industry want to tackle as well. 

Question: What would you like to improve about the construction sector in general?  

There is too much negativity in what is, after all, a tremendously exciting industry. This is highlighted by independent studies such as the recent Pearce report on the socio-economic value of construction. This nCRISP report revealed an industry doing considerably better relative to industry peers both here and abroad than most of us had previously given construction, and individuals within it, due credit for. 
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