SUMMARY & TABLE OF CONTENTS

Authors
Helen Goodland, Chris Lindberg and Paul Shorthouse
December 4, 2015

525 Ventura Crescent, North Vancouver, BC V7N 3G8
604 288 7320
www.brantwoodreci.com

A vision of the future
In a world powered by innovation, action is needed to ensure that BC construction companies
are ready to meet the challenges ahead.
It’s hard to overstate the importance of construction to BC’s economy. As a $16.5 billion dollar
industry it provides 8% of the province’s GDP and employs more than 200,000 workers, making
construction one of BC’s largest employers. This means innovation is vital for the continued
prosperity of the province.
The industry’s future includes profound regulatory, technical, demographic, macroeconomic and consumer
changes that will impact every aspect of construction. National and international factors such as an aging
population, climate change and the digital design revolution are changing the needs and expectations of
regulators, clients and end-users and also putting pressure on the industry to integrate new ideas, technologies
and specifications into their projects.
BC construction firms will have to adapt and innovate or risk being left behind. Although BC is strong in green
building and wood technologies, we have catching up to do in other areas. Public and corporate investment in
innovation in BC lags behind other highly developed countries. The mechanisms for knowledge sharing and
collaboration outside of projects do not exist. Fundamentally, the industry has not fostered a culture of innovation
that transcends day-to-day problem solving on a construction site.
These gaps are concerning because innovation is the ultimate source of long-term economic growth and
competitiveness. The ability to create new products, techniques and services, to find novel uses for existing
products and to develop new markets provides will ensure success in the twenty-first century.
This “call to action” is meant for general contracting and trade companies and the many stakeholders that are
involved with construction in BC. Our report makes the case that engaging pro-actively with innovation can have a
positive impact on business and the ability of businesses of all sizes to succeed. It outlines the key challenges that
have to be overcome and highlights the need for a “made-in-BC” construction innovation action plan that can
serve as a model for the rest of the country.

The BC Construction Association is pleased to lead the charge on this important issue, and
proud to have co-funded this report. We look forward to continuing the conversation and
welcome all stakeholders to join us.
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The state of innovation in BC’s construction industry
Innovation can be defined as the successful introduction of new technologies or procedures into
industry. The scope of innovation in the construction industry is broad and applies to everything from building
products, materials and systems to construction techniques, equipment and business operations.

The need for more innovation and better innovation deployment systems in the construction sector is
well recognized. Compared to other industries, construction in most regions (including BC) remains largely
locally-focused, undiversified, and with relatively small export markets. Despite the fact that it is a major market
for the tech sector, there is no construction-specific innovation platform on which to engage with the R&D and
start-up community.

External forces such as changing societal demands and expectations, the increasingly globalized market
and business climate, labour market challenges and advances in knowledge and technology are creating
new pressures for construction companies to innovate. Although it may affect individual businesses very
differently, there is general agreement that the way construction gets done ten years from now will be very
different from today. Innovation will be essential to the industry as a whole to reduce capital construction costs,
improve productivity, increase the number of projects completed on time and within budget, and reduce the
number of defects and accidents. Investment in innovation can also help companies to differentiate, improve their
reputation and compete for the next generation of talent in a tight labour market.

It is imperative for the industry to continue to innovate in response to these drivers or risk being left
behind. Construction industry members say that cost of materials and energy, an aging workforce, the need for
workers with higher qualifications and sustainability are the four most important drivers of innovation in BC. They
are manifesting themselves in trends such as low carbon design, the digital revolution and the influx of cheap
products (and labour) from overseas.

There are several areas of strength that the construction industry can leverage as a starting point to
build a culture of innovation. BC’s economy has strong prospects for growth with low interest rates and an
attractive corporate tax regime. The industry has expertise in wood design, construction and the infrastructure
that supports the development of innovative wood products, capabilities in digital technologies and building
envelope design, testing and assembly. BC builders can also put up a concrete high rise building faster than most.
The next generation of talent is putting a fresh face to the industry and a new federal government brings concrete
commitments to investing in Canada. The BC construction industry’s leadership in green building and in all sorts of
innovative applications of wood technologies is coming to the fore just at the moment when the world is looking
to the built environment to mitigate environmental and social challenges.

However, the industry also faces challenges—such as the number of stakeholders, risk aversion, the lack
of a culture of learning and short term thinking—that are deeply rooted and will be very difficult to
dislodge. The threats of continued low productivity, lack of attractiveness as a career path to new workers, and an
unsatisfactory reputation (whether justified or not) will only become greater as the regulatory framework
continues to become more challenging, materials costs go up and the labour shortage becomes increasingly acute.

BC is well positioned to tackle the challenges that lie ahead, but it will take a concerted effort. Creating a
culture of innovation will not just happen by itself – it requires the commitment, investment and determination of
the industry as a whole.
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A vision for BC’s construction industry
This document shows that embracing innovation will improve project and business performance and position BC
construction companies for success. However, a comprehensive industrial action plan is needed to coordinate
efforts and catalyze and capture industry innovation. We present the case for such a plan and offers five
foundational pillars to serve as a guiding framework:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Leadership – A cohesive industry that embraces and celebrates innovation
Performance — A responsible industry that continually improves projects’ economic, environmental
and social performance
People – A talented industry that attracts a skilled, technologically-savvy workforce
Growth and resilience – An efficient, competitive and profitable industry that drives economic
growth
R&D – An advanced industry that develops and implements innovative new products, processes and
business strategies.

These five pillars lay out an aspirational innovation program of ambitions and recommended activities for the
province that reflect best practices and the strengths and weaknesses of the BC construction industry. Their
successful implementation will require broad support from government, research organizations and the
construction industry as a whole.
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Pillar 1: Leadership - A cohesive industry that embraces and celebrates
innovation
Ambition 1.1 Establish an action-oriented innovation council to be the "voice" of innovation in
construction in BC
a.
b.
c.
d.

Establish an action-oriented innovation council to be the “voice” on innovation in construction in BC
Develop a formal industrial action plan for innovation
Keep the conversation alive with a series of “meeting of the minds” dialogues around the province
Develop strategies so that the many voices of small businesses are heard

Ambition 1.2. Report on key performance indicators for construction excellence
a.

Engage with industry leaders and stakeholders to determine the optimal suite of indicators, reporting
framework, and responsibilities for data collection and monitoring.

Ambition 1.3 Recognize and celebrate innovation “champions”
a.
b.

Promote awards and recognition programs for innovation
Showcase leading individuals and organizations

Ambition 1.4 Shift misperceptions of the industry via public engagement and stakeholder
communication
a.
b.

Develop and maintain public engagement and stakeholder communication programs
Review and revamp language and images to steer away from traditional perceptions of construction being
physically demanding and without opportunities for career advancement.

Ambition 1.5 Pro-actively engage with government on program and policy development, investment
and procurement
a.
b.

Pro-actively engage with all the relevant departments and agencies of government at the local and provincial
level: fostering partnerships where possible so industry stays ahead of codes changes, etc.
Consider the pros and cons of advocating for a single point of senior leadership within government to help
direct desired reforms
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Pillar 2: Performance - A responsible industry that continually improves projects’
economic, environmental and social performance
Ambition 2.1 Encourage the adoption of innovative design and construction methods that put quality
first
a.
b.
c.

Advocate for open universal standards to make communication and data transfer seamless and secure across
all platforms and devices
Support the adoption of “Modern Methods of Construction” such as off-site construction and lean
construction
Help businesses of all sizes gain access to and deploy the new tools and technologies they need to be
competitive

Ambition 2.2 Continue to push the boundaries in low-carbon, healthy and green construction
a.
b.
c.

Leverage BC leadership in green building and the use of wood when focussing on our competitive advantages
Promote occupant and operator training to ensure buildings work properly and protect investments in
innovation
Support the adoption of sustainable materials and technologies

Ambition 2.3 Encourage all businesses to demonstrate corporate responsibility
a.

Encourage companies of all sizes to act ethically and transparently at all times to build a positive reputation
and win work
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Pillar 3: People - A talented industry that attracts a skilled, technologically-savvy
workforce
Ambition 3.1 Help businesses of all sizes to acquire the full spectrum of skills necessary to create and
implement innovative ideas successfully
a.
b.
c.

Foster a culture of learning to develop an engaged and informed workforce
Develop business leadership capacity so companies of all sizes can manage for innovation
Consider establishing “Best Practice Clubs” to bring the benefits of best practice to a practical, personal and
local level

Ambition 3.2 Help businesses leverage innovation to drive recruitment and retention
a.
b.

Undertake a review of programs aimed at improving the image and perception of the industry by encouraging
“beyond code” best practice
Review recruitment messaging so that it explains the career development opportunities and the diversity of
jobs available
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Pillar 4: Growth and resilience – An efficient, competitive and profitable industry
that drives economic growth
Ambition 4.1 Ensure procurement structures meet client and industry needs and provide an equitable
framework within which companies can innovate safely
a.
b.
c.
d.
e.

Review current procurement practices and implement the improvements identified
Advocate for a “quality-first” agenda where life cycle costs and the value of design are recognized
Develop common language for how “innovation” should be described and interpreted in the bid process
Create and offer procurement training for owners
Work with stakeholders to determine how to mitigate adversarial behaviours (such as suicide bidding) and to
minimize the underground economy

Ambition 4.2 Support ongoing evolution of standards and codes as a means to push the innovation
into the market
a.
b.

Foster a close working relationship with policy makers at the municipal and provincial levels and participate
proactively in the development of codes and standards
Advocate for performance-based building codes as a way to drive innovation into building projects

Ambition 4.3 Develop strong supply chains so new ideas can be realized cost effectively and in a
timely manner
a.
b.
c.
d.

Encourage methods that close gaps in the supply chain to ensure the reliable release of work between
specialists in design, supply and assembly
Advocate for centralized, online bidding and tendering
Promote a design-led, “life-cycle cost” approach so that consultants are rewarded for their expertise
Connect with financial institutions and insurers to explore innovative financing and risk management
mechanisms

Ambition 4.4 Prioritize innovations that help BC companies to boost competitiveness so they can
realise a return on investment in innovation
a.
b.

Showcase BC companies’ proficiency in sustainable construction processes and products
Leverage BC’s various export agencies to promote BC companies’ expertise to new markets
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Pillar 5: Research and development - An advanced industry that develops and
implements innovative new products, processes and business strategies
Ambition 5.1. Support research and development networks and centres
a.
b.
c.

Explore the viability of establishing a construction-focussed technology cluster, leveraging the leadership of
BC’s wood sector as a role model and possible partner
Leverage Vancouver’s established venture capital capacity and start-up community to support a constructionfocussed incubator
Create opportunities for industry to feed back ideas from the field into the R&D community

Ambition 5.2 Showcase demonstration projects
a.
b.

Build on BC’s track record of “being first” when it comes to innovative projects
Connect with industry associations, trade agencies and NGOs who can help to profile local success stories,
collect data and build a library of projects

Ambition 5.3 Advocate for, enable and direct public funding and business investment in innovation
a.
b.

On the strength of a sharply defined vision for the industry, advocate strongly for more public spending on
construction-related R&D
Help industry advocates (such as associations) make the business case for investment in R&D to construction
companies

Ambition 5.4 Strengthen the role of large firms in BC as drivers of innovation
a.
b.
c.

Develop tools and resources for large firms to use to engage employees and help them “think like innovators”
Help large GC firms to promote their investments in innovation so they can work together effectively and win
work
Encourage large firms to share ideas and support collaboration to increase the rate of market transformation

Ambition 5.5 Encourage businesses to collaborate to achieve scale and share knowledge
a.
b.

Foster a safe and positive environment in which companies can collaborate to develop new (non projectspecific) solutions
Provide tools and resources for companies to collaborate in order to achieve sufficient scale to compete on
large projects
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Three top priority actions
1. Create an action-oriented Innovation Council
A “Construction Innovation Council” with an outcome-oriented mandate is essential to create a cohesive and
resonant voice and drive the agenda forward. Participation on the Council needs to be carefully sought from
representatives within key stakeholder groups (clients, researchers, trainers, consultants, etc.) who are motivated
to act and have a proven track record of accomplishments. The Council would be responsible for steering the
development of a formal industrial action plan for innovation, fund raising for operations and activities, advocacy
and, importantly, government relations. It would also offer a replicable model for other Councils across the
country and connect into similar organizations around the world.

2. Develop an action plan for construction innovation
To organize and prioritize all the work that needs to get done, companies of all sizes would benefit from an
innovation action plan built on clear goals and describing the prioritized focus areas for research, timelines and
how projects and activities are decided upon. We recommend the following next steps to start the process:
•

•

•

Decide on the role of government in the action plan.. The rationale for involving government is that
many of the enablers needed to advance innovation depend on government support and investment. The
potential risk to this approach is that it would reduce the industry’s influence on the timelines and final
product.
Translate ambitions into activities. This study provides the framework for an innovation action plan,
which now needs to be validated and refined in consultation with industry and stakeholders. On the
strength of feedback from industry, the ambitions need to be distilled into concrete goals and timelines
for implementation so that projects and activities can be developed.
Measuring success: Industry needs to determine if it is prepared to establish targets and performance
measures to make sure that investments in innovation are actually improving productivity and
performance and delivering business to construction companies.

3. Launch an innovation procurement initiative
As it stands, the procurement process needs to be fixed. There has to be a shift from a culture of “lowest bid” to
focus increasingly on quality and “whole-life” value. The first step is a procurement process review to identify
options for improving existing approaches to procurement (particularly by public sector building owners),
potentially based on effective procurement models from other jurisdictions
Although a procurement review will uncover a range of actions that need to be taken (not least of which will
undoubtedly be training for owners and purchasers), something industry leaders could develop right away is a
“best practices” document for public procurement agencies with clear guidelines, that include a definition of
innovation and how it should be described and interpreted in the bidding process.

ix

There is more that can be done
There are many activities that need to be taken on to build a vibrant innovation ecosystem. The possibilities are
extensive and exciting. However, they all start with the willingness to change and the acceptance that it is in the
best interest of the broader industry for business of all sizes to get on board. To effect meaningful change will
require a long-term commitment and investment; results are not going to happen overnight.
A complete, prioritized, industry-supported list of projects and programs will come from developing a formal
industrial action plan that includes concrete goals. The following “shopping list” of seven items illustrates what we
heard from survey respondents, interviewees and focus groups and provides ideas of where to focus initial efforts.
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.

Develop and host “meeting of the minds” dialogues
Conduct more research into KPIs and metrics
Explore strategies to improve and communicate workforce capabilities, opportunities and
accomplishments
Leverage Regional Construction Associations’ networks and capabilities to set up “best practice clubs”
Develop an integrated province-wide innovation network and centre
Inventory established R&D assets (e.g. academic institutions, labs, training centres, demonstration /
monitoring facilities, prototyping and testing centres, and manufacturing companies)
Develop an education and training strategy oriented around innovation to engage SMEs

BC is well-positioned to tackle the challenges that lie ahead; but a concrete action plan is
needed to coordinate efforts and catalyze innovation in a way that is meaningful for all
construction businesses. To develop and implement this plan requires an industry-wide
commitment and investment, but will yield significant benefits for BC’s construction companies
and the province as a whole.
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About the report
The Construction Innovation Project is the culmination of eight months of research underpinned by a provincewide consultation process with contractors, consultants, owners and stakeholders involved in all types of project
(from home renovations to aluminum smelting facilities). It lays the groundwork for a coherent, constructive and
sustained conversation about innovation that includes all stakeholders. It attempts to weave together the common
threads emerging in discussions within and between design and construction businesses (large and small), owners,
researchers, investors and policy makers. Ultimately, it captures the vision towards which the BC construction
industry is striving to achieve sustainable best practice.
Our objective is to summarize the current construction innovation landscape in BC and offer a definition of
innovation as it relates to construction so BCCA, the Regional Construction Associations (RCAs) and others can
focus their advocacy efforts for maximum impact and offer best value to their members in these changing times.
Indeed, the project’s continued success depends not only on buy-in from businesses throughout BC, but also on
strong political and financial support from the government and its agencies. It is therefore a Call to Action for
businesses, investors and stakeholders to seize on the groundswell of interest in the industry and join the efforts
underway in other jurisdictions and work together to best exploit the forces of change. It also offers industry
leaders and stakeholders a way to prioritize efforts and Identify how education and applied research can be
applied to achieve a vision for the industry.
We want to keep the conversation alive: For some, the findings of this study will raise more questions than it
provides answers. If it stimulates further constructive debate then it has been a success. As much as it is a catalyst
for those who work in the construction industry to think about what the future might look like, the ambitions
proposed need to be broadly accepted and established as a concrete vision that can be embraced and acted upon
by senior level decision-makers from across the industry. This report presents an agenda for strengthening the BC
construction industry by enabling innovation. Implementing this agenda will take significant resources and requires
an industry-wide commitment to collaborating and investing in new products, processes and business models.
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