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Abstract 
Labour crisis occurs when there is difficult situations likely to create instability 
in the industry’s workforce. Such situations manifest as labour unrest (work 
stoppages), redundancy, shortage of labour, low productivity, unemployment 
etc. Key factors such as economic, government policies, labour, the nature of 
the industry, technology, culture etc. have been identified as factors inducing 
labour crisis in the construction industry. This paper seeks to develop an 
understanding of the cause of labour crisis in the Nigerian construction 
industry, how to improve the utilization of the work force in the industry, and 
to improve management/union (labour) relationship in the Nigerian 
construction industry. Finally, the paper also suggests strategies for the 
management of labour crisis in the construction industry. 

Introduction 

In adopting natural resources for human use, work is applied and this is done by labour, a factor 

of production (Gordon and Dawson, 1987). Its responsibility is to make natural resources and man-made 

instruments of production and fashion them into products that business want for sale to customers and for 

the construction industry into finished products that the clients want, he further explained. Labour is 

therefore the human effort used in creating wealth or value to satisfy wants. The value that labour creates 

varies from region to region, country to country and job to job and this accounts for wage and earning 

differentials. Value obtained from labour can be increased by providing tools and skills for workers to use. 

The human efforts, shaped by the skills necessary for production, is what firms bid for when they seek 

labour services in the market for the factors of production (Gordon and Dawson, 1987:187). 

Today, labour involves not only physical effort as the role has changed as manufactured energy 

has been substituted for human energy in the production of products. Labour has at least two 

characteristics that make it unique. This means that as a factor of production, labour has feelings and is 

capable of buying back the goods and services produced. 

The construction industry is large in size and provides predominantly investment goods and 

services. The construction industry is that sector of a national economy saddled with the responsibility of 

producing buildings for housing, social services, commercial, industrial, and other public utility purposes 

as well as the provision of other infrastructural facilities such as roads, railways, airports, dams and such 

other development property (Abdu, 1986). To accomplish all these immense responsibilities, it is clear 

that the industry necessarily needs large investment of capital and human effort. This human effort called 

labour is drawn from a wide range of professionals and technical disciplines such as Engineering, 

Architectural, Quantity Surveying, Surveying, Accounting, Administration, Artisans etc. In addition to all 

these, the industry provides a substantial source of employment especially for unskilled labour that cannot 

readily find jobs elsewhere in the economy. Olaloku (1987) estimated that the industry employs close to 

one-third of the country’s total labour force wage employment. 

But the construction industry apart from the factors of labour mentioned earlier, in times of 

economic recession, is one of the biggest casualties in terms of manpower (labour). Labour crisis -a time 

of great difficulty for labour has recently increased in Nigeria with serious consequences ranging from 

unemployment, shortage of labour, (redundancy, retrenchment for hundreds of workers), agitation for 

higher wages and better conditions of service, work stoppages by striking workers to low productivity. 

The firms on the other hand are experiencing great financial difficulties, loss of manhours, high cost of 

materials and lack of jobs. 

The situation is that there is no hiding place in the construction industry. Majority of employees 

now work for small sized contractors and sub-contractors, some have taken to other jobs like returning to 

the land (farming), taxi driving and the firms on the other hand are folding up 
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Ibrahim S. Haladu especially the indigenous ones thereby retrenching workers. The emphasis of this paper 
is therefore placed upon finding out the nature of this crisis and causes and to offer solutions about how to 
manage the problems to prevent potential failure in this all-important sector of the national economy 
where the fate of one-third of the total force of this country lies. Proper management of the situation can 
bring about efficiency and thus productivity can be greatly increased to return the industry to labour 
stability once more. 

Labour Management Relations 

The relationships that develop between organized labour and management is termed “Labour 

Relations”. The term labour relations have been commonly used to describe employee-employer 

relationships in both union and non-union sectors. Union is an employee’s organization that attempts to 

represent, protect and promote the interests of workers (Gordon and Dawson, 1983). It was not long after 

the industrial revolution, before workers realized the “strength in numbers” principle applied to the job 

situation. 

Workers therefore joined together presenting management with a united front in order to get 

improved wage, benefits, and working conditions. These loose amalgamations of employees who binded 

together from time to time in the early 1800s to improve working conditions were the forerunners of 

today’s labour unions. From their beginnings up to the present time, unions have pressed for higher 

wages, improved benefits and a greater participation in organizational decisionmaking. Management’s 

response has typically been to resist union intrusions into running the business. One of the basic changes 

occurring to a firm that becomes unionized is shared-decisionmaking. Prior to this, firm management has 

right to run the organization as they saw fit. After unionizing, management is obligated under the nation’s 

labour laws to shared with labour organization decisions concerning wages, hours, and other conditions of 

employment. Another factor that contributed to making labour militant from its formative age besides 

management response is government policy towards labour. The government did not recognize them as 

legal bargaining agents for the workers, the courts were hostile to them and they were often prosecuted as 

illegal conspiracies. Even after the courts decided that unions were not illegal conspiracies, union’s 

methods (such as strikes) were often considered illegal. Workers are striking for higher wages while 

management is trying to minimize costs. Workers try to protect the status-quo while management wants to 

be able to change production methods without union resistance. Workers try to lessen their dependence on 

a firm by sharing in decisions affecting them. 

This pursuit of conflicting objectives plus a simultaneous commitment to a firm’s success and 

survival have led to the development of an adversarial relationship between organized labour and 

management. This adversarial relationship has been described by Barbash, (1980) as follows: 

The two parties limit their mutual interests to the preservation and enlargement 
of the common pot which finances their respective factor shares. The parties 
recognized that wages and profits require a prosperous enterprise. Beyond that, 
the relationship is dominated by running dispute over the distribution of the 
firm’s net proceeds between wages and nonwages. Management prefers the 
adversary relationship, because it fears that union collaboration will dilute its 
authority and thereby impairing efficiency. The unions prefer it that way, 
because the adversary relationship is not consistent with the maintenance of 
the union as a bargaining organization, and bargaining is what the union is all 
about. 

Labour Union in the Construction Industry 

A feature of the construction industry is that it is, relative to others labour intensive. The 

historical origins of the industry in trade and self-building skills are still evident today in so far as it is 

common for them to be proportionately large number of very small construction enterprises (Raftery, 

1990). He further asserted that these frequently comprise a sole working proprietor with possibly, one or 

two employees and they may take the form of specialist sub-contractors to medium and large 

(multinational) firms employing tens and hundreds of workers. According to Raftery (1990) manual 

employment in the industry is in general, project focused, and has the tradition to employ workers for a 

project and to let them go on its completion. Construction workers do not; in general enjoy either job 

security or high wage rates when compared with other industries. 

The labour movement is deeply involved in the construction industry. The emergence of 

labour union in the construction industry has made significant contributions. But since the advent of 

large labour union in the construction industry the old personal relationships that formerly existed 



between an employer and employees are all but gone (Fisk, 1982). Loyalties of a construction 

tradesman are now largely to the union which in Nigeria is the Nigerian Union of Construction and 

Engineering Workers, who handles all the employees business relationship on a scale well beyond the 

confines of a single employer’s shop. Thus the rates of pay, holidays, overtime, and other employment 

conditions are not negotiated with the employee himself, but with the union business agents. Thus, each 

employer is bound by the terms of the resultant labour contract just as the contractor is. As a result of 

such relationships, the employees are not generally “company-minded”, but feel that they owe their 

allegiance to their respective unions instead, in a manner of speaking, it could be said that the tradesmen 

are employees of a single employer -their union-who contracts with various contractors to provide their 

services (Fisk, 1982). In a project, usually, the contractor is interested in running the job in an 

economical manner as possible, whereas the unions want their labour standards to be maintained. Under 

the provisions of the National Labour Relationship Act, both management and labour are required to 

bargain in good faith. Lack of good faith on the part of contractor could be interpreted from ignoring a 

bargaining request, failure to appoint a bargaining representative with power to agreement, attempts to 

deal directly with employees during negotiations, refusal to consider proposals, failure to respond with 

counter-proposals, anti-union activities, or refusal to sign an agreement. 

Although some contractors bargain with unions and independently by dealing directly with 

them, the most prevalent form of labour negotiation in the construction industry is for contractor 

associations to bargain with the unions for all the members of the association (Fisk, 1982). In this 

manner, the contractor has greater bargaining power than as an individual. When a dispute occur that 

cannot be resolved by a conterence of the steward, business agents, superintendent, and any other partly 

directly involved, the grievance procedure set forth in the agreement is followed. 

Nature and Causes of Labour Crisis 

According to Stones (1978), the traditional view is that any crisis is necessary and harmful, 

and should it occur, is an indication of a problem in the organization. In recent years, a number of firms 

have faced financial hardships coupled with lack of jobs (low demand). The weak economic position of 

these firms is attributable to factors such as intensified competition, technology, economics etc. 

Comparisms of the construction unemployment rate to the overall national unemployment rate revealed 

that construction has averagely double the unemployment rate of the nation as a whole. 

Mcfillen and Maloney (1986) also observed that young workers are not joining unions in the 

same number as in the past, the anticipated result is a future shortage of skilled labour in the unionized 

sector of the industry, which has serious implications for construction, productivity and for funding 

various workers’ benefits. The various factors responsible for this crisis are as follows: 

a) Economic induced factors. 

b) Government induced factors. 

c) Management induced factors. 

d) Technology induced factors. 

e) Labour induced factors. 

Nature of Industry Itself 

Manual employment in the industry is in general, project focused. That is to say that it has 

been traditional to employ workers for a project and to let them go on its completion. According to 

Raftery (1990) construction workers do not, in general, enjoy either job security or higher wage-rates 

when compared with other industries, and that is fair to say that given the actual conditions of work and 

the pay it is difficult to understand why any one would want to work in the industry if they had a choice. 

Given the inherent uncertainties in construction employment that result from fluctuations in demand, 

why should construction workers endure uncertainty? Lay offs create instability for workers in the 

industry and the frequency with which workers experience layoffs reveals a relatively volative 

employment situation. Fluctuations in work availability requires workers to move from their home areas 

in order to seek employment, obviously construction workers must remain mobile to remain employed. 

Suggested Strategies 

It is always difficult to make predictions about the future with regard to the change that may 

occur as extra-polations of existing knowledge are always liable to error, more especially given the 

gloomy Nigerian economic climate. One thing this paper is sure of, is that change will occur and the 

ability of construction industry and her actors to adapt to that change will determine the industry’s 

ability to survive. The intention of this paper is not to propose any new hypothesis with regard to 

forecasting, budgeting, control of cost, construction and management techniques, but rather to examine 



those factors which are considered to be of critical importance to the management of the crisis in the 

years ahead and to hazard a guess at the strategies to be adapted by the industry for its survival and 

labour stability. Strategy is the skill in the use of science and art in the development of a sense of future 

direction for an organization (Celand and Kocanglu, 1981). 

Construction firms have several ways by which they can reduce the impact of inflation as 

suggested by Stukhart (1987) and they include: 

a) Proper planning and constant review of cash flows; provide the best defence against surprises. 

In particular companies should constantly evaluate their profitability against objective in 

concrete naira terms. 

b) Maintaining current information update control information continually with current prices, 

indices and trends. 

c) Expedite works to shorten overall project time. 
d) Subdivide contracts by dividing a large risky venture into several smaller ones at prices more 

manageable and foreseeable, the total risk will be reduced. 
e) Cost reductions-reduce cost through improved material management techniques, more effective 

use of other resources and cost effective reductions in overhead. 

There are many factors that motivate people to do their best in their firm as individuals are 

unique in themselves and how they view their place of work and what motivates them. 

Inspite of the nature of the work satisfactory incentive scheme can be devised for construction 

work and can be operated on a group basis, so as to give greater output from the same work force and 

they can result in financial savings, if they are well and carefully designed. Macey and Baker (1978) 

suggest that a good bonus scheme should: 

i. Be based on the team’s own previous output and thus ensure (a) that the targets are realistic for 

the type or project, the type of work and other local circumstances, (b) That any bonus earned 

does represent a saving to the contractor. 

ii. Bring in the whole labour force. No appreciable saving are likely without the team spirit. 

Drivers, Yardmen and Storemen etc. all have part to play in increasing efficiency and group 

bonus system take this into account. 

iii. Provide for speedy settlement of disputes. This is very important, particularly in the early 

stages. 

iv. Provide, if possible, for group-competition. The publication of monthly figures showing bonus 

earned per site or group is a valuable stimulus. 

v. Be discussed in draft with representatives of the employees affected. 

Participation in Management 

Davis (1967) defines participation as an individual’s mental and emotional involvement in a 

group situation that encourages him to contribute to group goals and to share responsibility for them. 

Three important ideas are inherent in the above definition; first, an ego involvement is necessary on the 

part of the individual, second, participation stimulates the individual to make a contribution to the 

organization, and third, participation encourages people to accept responsibility for an activity. 

Participation can help the workers in the firm develop a sense of belonging. It raises productivity, 

improve morale, provide an outlet for the creativity and innovative skills of workers. 

The Nigerian construction industry in these hard times stands to gain immensely from the 
benefits of participation as stated above if management adopts this approach to managing workers. 

Trade Unions and Joint Consultation 

Any wise management will appreciate how desirable it is to maintain good relationship at all 

levels with trade unions. Minor matters may be settled at site level meeting at which the federated 

stewards attends, while more importance matters will all call for meeting between the management and 

representatives of the craft unions or the federation of construction -Trade Employees. When difficulties 

rears head, it is better to arrange such meetings at an early .date rather than to allow a grievance to 

develop through mutual misunderstanding and failure of communication. So maintaining an effective 

communication between management and workers can help to diffuse rumours and tensions that can 

likely lead to frictions in the firm. 

Conclusion 

Although the terrible decline in construction activities in the industry due to the 



macroeconomic recession has been a major factor in the prevailing labour crisis, the industry can still 

do a lot to manage the situatiop without throwing away the water with the baby. This is because labour 

will be needed when a boom returns to the industry again. Management can look out to other areas 

outside the construction industry for jobs to keep its labour force. For instance, the exploitation of solid 

minerals resources in the mining sector as well as identifying with government’s current programme 

like family support programme and other priority areas of the government. The situation also calls for 

participation of its workforce in decision-making process, nipping in the bud matters likely to lead to a 

crisis and keeping communication channels open. If these and other suggestions in the paper are 

followed, the industry will one more have labour stability. 
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