
insight

‘Modernise 
or die’
- what’s the 
future of 
construction?

Over two years have elapsed since the 
publication of the Farmer Report and we ask 
is ‘modernise or die’ still the stark warning 
facing the construction industry?

‘Modernise or die’ was both the title and the challenge 
explicitly laid out for the construction industry within the 
Farmer Report.

Published in October 2016, the independent review of the 
UK’s construction labour model by Mark Farmer made for 
uncomfortable reading for those of us within construction.

The 80-page report presented a comprehensive evaluation 
of the construction industry’s ‘current and future state’ while 
providing a suite of ‘logic linked recommendations’.

Among them, was the need to ‘increase levels of investment 
in R&D and innovation’ and to change ‘commissioning trends 
from traditional to pre-manufactured approaches’.

Focus

As we begin 2019, has the clear advice weaved throughout 
Farmer made inroads? Or, has the resistance to change 
remained resolute?

Certainly, from GRAHAM’s perspective the journey to 
modernisation has gathered pace as we continue to embrace 
the conclusions of the report. 

For context, we are a privately-owned company with 
an impressive 200-year history built on integrity and 
responsibility. Specialising in building, civil engineering, 
interior fit-out, facilities management and investments, we 
operate through a network of regional offices across the UK 
and Ireland.

And, with an annual turnover of £767m and an order book in 
excess of £1bn, we are a trusted delivery partner to a range 
of prestigious clients across a broad spectrum of sectors 
including education and health, highways and rail, and 
commercial and retail.

We are diligently working hard to achieve the Government’s 
‘Construction 2025’ targets, notably of 33%-cost reductions 
and 50%-time reductions.

Fully aligned to our ‘Forward Momentum Strategy’, we 
are actively exploring, and adopting, innovative ways to 
move beyond traditional construction methods. In parallel, 
our Digital Construction Team shapes our digital journey 
through the introduction of pioneering digital tools into daily 
workflows.

Increasingly, we are implementing off-site manufacturing, 
modern methods of construction and pre-fabrication 
techniques in collaboration with our supply chain partners. 

Incorporating the design, planning, manufacture and 
pre-assembly of construction components within a 
controlled, internal environment, our ‘Just in Time’ off-site 
solutions are then strategically installed on a range of 
projects including hospitals, student accommodation 
and Build to Rent schemes.

We estimate that approximately 70% of our building portfolio 
now incorporates some component of off-site manufacturing 
and/or standardised designs. 

As the off-site manufacturing market matures, it is our 
intention to continue to increase these levels, optimise pre-
fabrication techniques and promote repeat design where 
functionality and aesthetics allow it.



Benefits

So, what exactly are the benefits of this approach?

Works undertaken under factory 
conditions therefore enhancing 
quality and productivity

Off-site manufacturing can 
lead to substantial programme 
reductions with a minimum 
10-20% reduction either in 
overall project or off-site 
element programme

Site operative numbers 
greatly reduced. This creates a 
corresponding improvement in 
site safety through lower potential  
for human error along with a 
reduction in vehicle movements

Greater project delivery 
certainty reducing risk and 
hence lowering costs 

The requirement to begin off-site 
manufacturing necessitates quick 
and early decisions, encourages 
team discussion and focus early 
in the design phase
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The practical implementation of 
off-site manufacturing 

Behind the theory, we have discovered first-hand across 
multiple schemes, the advantages of off-site manufacturing 
and innovative construction methodologies, as the examples 
below demonstrate.

Hox Park Student Residences
The ‘benchmark for high quality student accommodation’, 
the £36m Hox Park Student Residences project has 
transformed a former disused Brunel University Campus 
into a modern development of four new residential blocks, 
consisting of 499 bed spaces. Located in Runnymede, Surrey, 
most famous for being the location where the Magna Carta 
was sealed over 800 years ago, the scheme was completed 
ahead of the 2018/2019 academic year, providing much 
needed accommodation and social amenity space for close 
to 500 Royal Holloway University students.

From start to finish, Hox Park was a rapidly constructed 
scheme thanks to the adoption of pre-cast off-site 
construction. This approach helped our team to shave a 
total of ten weeks off the construction process and, crucially, 

enabled the project to be completed on budget and in time 
for the arrival of the residing students.

The concrete walls and floors were meticulously detailed to 
house all services within the structure, therefore omitting the 
need for a ceiling void or a complicated floor build up and 
allowing for generous floor to ceiling heights throughout. An 
ideal canvas for student living, pre-cast concrete delivered 
great acoustic barriers between rooms, and has proven to be 
easily maintainable while providing more durable interiors. 

Offering a quick and standardised solution to bathroom 
instalments, pre-fabricated bathroom pods were also 
installed throughout. Single elements within the bathrooms 
can be easily replaced, while communal services for cluster 
and studio flats can be accessed via a door from the main 
corridor to reduce disruption to students when carrying 
out maintenance.  

Pam Liversidge Building, University of Sheffield
The Pam Liversidge Building is a seven-storey robotics 
research concrete framed building on an extremely 
constrained site. The original design featured cladding in 
traditional brickwork and stone, however, we introduced the 
use of off-site manufactured external cladding panels which 
used the specified bricks along with reconstituted stone. This 
ensured that the finished quality of the façade was superior 
to traditional construction and that the façade programme 
was reduced by 15 weeks.

It is worth noting that the façade works were undertaken 
during a period of snow fall and freezing temperatures which 
would have halted traditional brick and stone construction, 
however, no façade installation days were lost to the weather.

Site safety also improved as the need for external scaffolding 
was eliminated and workforce numbers were then reduced - 
five installers and a crane driver were required as opposed to 
40 bricklayers and stone masons.

Furthermore, the overall capital cost was almost identical 
to traditional construction as the off-site solution reduced 
programme and scaffolding.

Hox Park Student Residences



Monklands Hospital and ICU Project
Constructed as part of the NHS Scotland Frameworks 
Scotland 2, this remains an exemplar of ‘repeatable design’, 
for early engagement, the use of digital technology (Virtual 
Reality and Augmented Reality) and the demonstration of 
cost and functionality benefits.

Our GRAHAM Framework and Project Delivery Teams 
(including designers and specialist equipment 
manufacturers) worked alongside senior medical staff 
from the Trust, examining where design improvements 
could be made and subsequently repeated on further 
Framework projects.

One of the key improvements identified was in the positions 
of ICU beds. Traditionally throughout the NHS the medical 
gases, suction etc. are supplied from a fixed bedhead. In 
Monklands, this was superseded through the use of a multi-
articulated pendent unit suspended above the patient. The 
pendant design is now adopted across other Health Boards 
in Scotland including for example at Raigmore Hospital where 
it has reduced costs in both design and procurement while 
at the same time delivering enhanced clinical outcomes.

Our innovative approach to driving greater use of standard 
design within the Framework was recognised with the 
NEC Contractor of the Year Award for 2017 (nominated 
by the client).

University of York
In March 2019, we are scheduled to begin a £150m contract 
to deliver a major 1480-bed student accommodation 
project for the University of York as part of an ambitious 
‘Campus Masterplan’. In what is an unprecedented period 
of growth for the historic University, we were selected as 
the main contractor to complete the first phase residential 
expansion of the Heslington East Campus, which will see 
the development of high-specification student living and 
communal space. Phase two will create 800 additional bed 
units. The overall project, which will utilise a state-of-the-art 
off-site manufacturing facility, is expected to conclude in 
September 2021. 

We have selected off-site fabrication as our solution for 
key components of the design to strengthen quality control 
on the project, enhance sustainability through reduced 
deliveries and to drive efficiency to meet the programme 
requirements. Our main off-site components include:

• Pre-cast concrete modular crosswall construction 
using external sandwich panels: We have designed 
and developed a complete pre-cast envelope for each 
student accommodation building which consists of the 

For a deeper insight into GRAHAM’s building expertise: www.graham.co.uk/expertise/building

external pre-cast sandwich panel, internal walls, stairs 
and flat slab concrete floors and roofs 

• Pre-fabricated steel bathroom pods: The bespoke 
design offers a state-of-the-art, high quality finish 
in comparison to traditionally constructed en-suite 
bathrooms. The streamlined construction means that 
bathrooms are removed from the critical path

• Pre-assembled services distribution racks in the 
corridors: These pre-assembled services distribution 
racks will be delivered to site and erected in advance of 
our final installation

Conclusion

We appreciate that the implementation of off-site 
manufacturing/modern methods of construction is a step 
change for many within the industry. Admittedly, there 
continues to be a lack of understanding of the processes 
involved, which evolves into a lack of trust. Clients are also 
not considering off-site options from the outset. It is therefore 
incumbent upon contractors to be more progressive and to 
better articulate the tangible cost, design, programme, safety 
and environmental benefits. 

Off-site techniques can also help us to address the very 
obvious skills gaps within the industry as we make the 
shift from specialised site-based trades to an alternative 
multi-skilled workforce.

At GRAHAM, we are resolute in our ambitions. 

We are not standing still, nor are our supply chain partners. 

As a business we are embracing change and modernising 
so that we continue to grow in a responsible, sustainable 
manner. 

Off-site construction is a major part of this transition.
 
It is already playing a significant role.
 
And, almost certainly, it will shape our future direction.

University of York

Monklands Hospital
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