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PERSPECTIVES ON CONSTRUCTION 
REFORM

R I B E  S E M I N A R :  U N I V E RS I T Y O F  R E A D I N G
2 4  M A R C H  2 0 1 6  

S T E FA N  C H R I S TO FF E R  G O T T L I E B

Agenda

• A b i t  o f  background and  some genera l  and  theore t i ca l  
cons ide ra t ions

• Set t ing the  scene :  A b r ie f  ove rv iew of  cons t ruc t ion re fo rm in  
Denmark

• Three  shor tcomings o f  cons t ruc t ion po l i cy  (and  research )

• Perspec t i ves on  cons t ruc t ion re fo rm
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• SBi  i s  the  Dan ish  Bu i ld ing  Research  Ins t i t u te  – founded  in  1947

• The task  o f  the  ins t i t u te  i s  
”…to  fo l l ow,  p romote  and  coord ina te  techn ica l ,  economic ,  and  o the r  

examina t ion  and  research  work  wh ich  may  con t r ibu te  to  an  
improvement  and  cheapen ing  o f  housebu i ld ing ,  and  to  d i ssemina te  

the  resu l t s  o f  the  bu i ld ing  research ”  

• His to r i ca l l y  SB i  has  exerc i sed  i t s  ac t i v i t i es
in  c lose  connec t ion  w i th  i ndus t ry  and  pub l i c
au thor i t i es

• SBi  has  been  invo lved  heav i l y  i n  the  po l i t i ca l
e f fo r t s  to  deve lop  the  sec to r

A bit of background (SBi)
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• Sta r ted  work ing  a t  SB i  i n  2003  on  the  “downs lope”  o f  the  po l i cy  
deve lopment  cu rve

• F i rs t  years :  wrapp ing  up  and  hand ing  over  eva lua t ion  repor ts  to  the  
government  on  the  ‘ resu l t s ’  o f  va r ious  demons t ra t ions  p rogrammes.

• La te r :  pa r t i c ipa t ion  in  a  w ide  range  o f  governmenta l  po l i cy  adv iso ry  
p ro jec ts  re la t i ng  to  i nnova t ion ,  regu la t ion ,  i n te rna t iona l i sa t ion ,  e tc .  
i n  cons t ruc t ion  

• Spare  t ime :  t r y ing  to  wr i te  abou t  the  ro le  p layed  by  po l i c ies ,  
i ns t i t u t i ons  and  p ro fess iona l  assoc ia t ions  in  cons t ruc t ion  re fo rm

A bit of background (personal)
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• Bas ic  research  in te res ts :  

• How cons t ruc t ion  i s  f ramed as  an  ob jec t  o f  governance

• The  cons t i tu t i on o f  po l i cy  p rob lems and  the i r  cod i f i ca t ion  

• The  soc ia l  ‘ f unc t ion ing ’ o f  po l i c ies

• The  re la t ionsh ip  be tween  macro -s t ra teg ies  and  m ic ro -p rac t i ces

• The  ‘g rea t  p rob lem so lve r ’  and  a  ‘ t r i p  down the  lake…’

• Theore t i ca l  i n f l uences :

• Foucau l t  (a l l  f ou r  o f  them)

• D iscourse  theory

• Ins t i t u t i ona l  theory

Some (general) considerations
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• Foucau l t ’s  d i spos t i ve ana lys i s :

• A comb ined  a rchaeo log ica l  and  genea log ica l  ana lys i s

• Archaeo logy :  

• "…s imp le  d i s in te res ted  reg is t ra t ion  and  mapp ing  ou t  o f  the  
p rac t i ces  as  even ts “

• Genea logy :

• The  p rob lemat i sa t ion and  ques t ion ing  o f  con tempora ry
d iscourses  and  p rac t i ces  by  re fe r r ing  them to  the  cond i t i ons  o f  
hegemony and  power  under  wh ich  they  a re  es tab l i shed

Some (theoretical) 
considerations
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Foucault’s dispositional analysis 

A d a p t e d  f r o m  V i l l a d s e n  (  2 0 0 2 :  2 9 )

Genealogy:

Continuity / discontinuity

Archaeological analysis:

Regularity/dispersion of statements

Breaks, ruptures, exclusions, struggles

Forgotten or subjugated knowledge/practices

Dispositive analysis:

A historical analysis of 

problematizations

SETTING THE SCENE 

A V E R Y B R I E F  O V E R V I E W O F  C O N S T R U C T I O N R E F O R M  I N  
D E N M A R K
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Occasion

• Denmark :  Cons t ruc t i on  po l i t i ca l  s t r a tegy

• No  a t t emp t  (whe the r  on  pu rpose  o r  no t )
t o  unde rs tand  t he  ob jec t  o f  gove rnance

• 34  i n i t i a t i ves  w i t h i n  f i ve  f ocus  a reas
• “Qua l i t y  i n  r egu la t i on ”
• “ I nc reased  compe t i t i on ”
• “E f f i c i en t  pub l i c  cons t ruc t i on ”
• “G rowth  i n  t he  va lue  cha in ”
• “Sus ta i nab le  cons t ruc t i on ”

• No t  a  wo rd  abou t  pas t ,  p resen t  o r  f u tu re
ro l e  p l ayed  by  cons t ruc t i on

Construction reform in Denmark: Highlights of the 
development

• 1940s  – 1950s :  Hous ing  shor tage  and  ra t iona l i za t ion

• 1960s :  In t roduc t ion  o f  the  phase  mode l

• 1970s :  The  th ree  tu rns :

• F rom la rge -sca le  to  l ow-dense

• From new bu i l t  t o  re fu rb i shment

• Energy  sav ings

• 1980s :  Qua l i t y  assurance  re fo rm

• 1990s  – 2000s :  P roduc t i v i t y  

• 2000s :  Benchmark ing

• Ear ly  2010s :  Energy,  energy,  energy,  energy…

• Coming  years :  In te rna t iona l i sa t ion ,  marke t i za t ion ,  de regu la t ion
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• T h e  r e s o u r c e c o n s um p t i on i n  c o n s t ruc t i o n ( 1 9 9 0 )

• D o u b l e  U p  ( 1 9 9 0 )

• T h e  c o n s t ru c t i on / h ous i n g  r e s o u rc e  a r e a :  a  b u s i n e s s  e c o n om i c  a n a l y s i s  
( 1 9 9 3 )

• C o n s t ru c t i on  P o l i t i c a l  A c t i o n  A g e n d a  ( 1 9 9 8 )

• C o n s t ru c t i on  i n  t h e  2 1 s t c e n t u r y  ( 1 9 9 9 )

• T h e  c o n s t ru c t i on / h ous i n g  r e s o u rc e  a r e a :  a  b u s i n e s s  a n a l y s i s  ( 2 0 0 0 )

• C o n s t ru c t i on  P o l i t i c a l  Ta s k  F o r c e :  F r o m  t r a d i t i on  t o  i n n o v a t i on  ( 2 0 0 0 )

• C o n s t ru c t i on  i n  t h e  k n o w l e d g e  s o c i e t y  ( 2 0 0 5 )  

Reform frenzy: 1990s- and the productivity discourse

1 1

• The inab i l i t y  to unders tand  “cons t ruc t ion ”  as  a  po l i t i ca l  cons t ruc t

• The  inab i l i t y  to  acknowledge  the  p roduc t i ve  aspec ts  o f  mu l t i p l i c i t y  
and  amb igu i t y

• The  inab i l i t y  to  engage  w i th  fundamenta l  i ns t i t u t i ona l  changes

The common denominator
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THREE SHORTCOMINGS

I N  C O N S T R U C T I O N  P O L I C Y  A N D  R E S E A R C H

13SBi – 29.03.2016

• Most  po l i cy  re fo rms  have  neg lec ted  o r  been  b l i nd  to  the  fac t  
“ cons t ruc t ion ”  i s  a  po l i t i ca l  cons t ruc t  – and  no t  a  “ th ing  ou t  the re ”  

• Cons t ruc t ion  can a t ta in  a  s ta tus  o f  soc ia l  ob jec t i v i t y  as  ce r ta in  
d i scourses  become hegemon ic  /  t aken- fo r -g ran ted

• Po l i t i cs  i s  the  ( re - )a r t i cu la t ion  and  p ropaga t ion  o f  mean ings  o f  the  
soc ia l  and  the  o rder ing  o f  d i scourses  ( l i ngu is t i c  and  mate r ia l )

• Po l i c ies  a re  deve loped  in  i ncuba t ion  rooms – bu t  they  a re  no t  
‘ hope fu l  mons t ros i t i es ’  and  th ings  do  no t  deve lop  in  an  ins t i t u t i ona l  
vacuum

First shortcoming: The inability to understand 
“construction” as a political construct

1 4
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Sociality as sedimented history
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Partnering

Craft guilds and statutes

National competitive bidding

Phase models and contratcs

Professional associations

• 1947 :  The  b i r t h  o f  a  sec to r
• Cu r ren t  soc ia l i t y  as  b l ack -box  t ha t  

cou ld  no t  be  ac ted  on
• Age -o ld  t echn i ca l  t r ad i t i ons  
• The  i r r a t i ona l i t y  o f  t he  “ t r ad i t i ona l ”  

• The  necess i t y  o f  open ing  t he  b l ack -box
• Transpa rency  as  p recond i t i on  f o r  

co l l ec t i ve  ac t i on
• The  ‘ sec to r ’  as  a soc ie ta l  

i n f r as t ruc tu re

Politics as a reordering of the social

1 6

- 1940s

1940s -

• An examp le  o f  reo rder ing  and  d iscu rs i ve  re -a r t i cu la t ion
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• An aspec t  o f  a l l  (bu t  one  o r  so )  po l i c ies  and  re fo rm in i t i a t i ves  i s  
the  a t tempt  to  homogen ise  cons t ruc t ion

• I ns tead  o f  pu r i f y ing  d i f fe ren t  l og ics ,  we  tend  to  ama lgamate  o r  
subsume them in to  a  “super - log ic ”   

• Mul t ip l i c i t y  i s  seen  as  a  th rea t ;  as  de t r imen ta l  to  change  as  the re  
i s  a  s t rong  tendency  to  measure  change  a long  a  s ing le  d imens ion…

• …and a l te r  the  s ta r t i ng  po in t ,  i f  t he  resu l t s  do  no t  qu i te  f i t  anymore

Second shortcoming: The inability to acknowledge the 
productive aspects of multiplicity and ambiguity

1 7

Contextual sensitivity and the ambiguity of concepts 

1 8
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• Do we lack  the  courage  fo r  fundamenta l  changes?

• Refo rm in i t i a t i ves  have  a  s t rong  tendency  to  focus  b lame peop le  
fo r  the  pe rce ived  lack  o f  change :

• Chang ing  m indse ts
• The  need  fo r  a  cu l tu ra l  change
• The  re luc tance  to  change

• The  need  to  engage  w i th  a l so  s t ruc tu ra l  
aspec ts  

• Sec to r ia l  change  as  nav iga t ing  a  te r ra in
• When  you ’ re  los t ,  any  map  w i l l  do…

Third shortcoming: The inability to engage with 
fundamental institutional changes

1 9

Topography: Construction reform as navigation
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LEAN

Urbanisation

Productivity

Housing 
shortage

Internalisation

Inspired by Geels
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• Cons t ruc t ion  i s  i l l - de f ined ,  mu l t i f ace ted ,  comp lex  and  no t  jus t  one  
homogenous  con f igu ra t ion  

• Po l i c ies  focusses  on  in teg ra t ion  ra the r  than  d i f fe ren t ia t i on  

• There  i s  a  m ismatch  be tween  asp i ra t ions  and  means :  rad ica l  vs .  
i nc rementa l

• The unders tand ing  o f  the  ro le  p layed  by  ex is t i ng  ins t i t u t i ons ,  
s t ruc tu res ,  p rac t i ces ,  e tc .  i s  underdeve loped  

• His to ry  mat te rs .  We shou ld  unders tand  p rev ious  deve lopments  and  
lea rn  f rom the  pas t

Some general observations on construction policies

2 1

• Cr i t i ca l  ana lyses  o f  the  under l y ing  assumpt ions  upon  wh ich  much  
indus t r ia l  po l i cy  i s  p remised ,  w i th  the  a im o f  deve lop ing  po l i c ies  
based  on  a l te rna t i ve  assumpt ions

• The ro le  o f  ex i s t i ng  ins t i t u t i ons  and  ins t i t u t i ona l i zed  s t ruc tu res  fo r  
t rans i t i on  and  the  poss ib i l i t i es  fo r  chang ing  these  ins t i t u t i ons

• Popu la r i z ing  bas ic  i deas  in  he te rodox  s t rands  o f  though t  tha t  
enab le  us  to  escape  the  d i cho tomy o f  m ic ro - and  macro  and  in fo rm 
a  d i scuss ion  abou t  po l i cy  mak ing  tha t  a re  based  on  the  d i ve rs i t y  o f  
m ic ro -p rac t i ces  ra the r  than  be ing  abs t rac ted  f rom i t

Perspectives on construction reform

2 2


