Jayasinghe, J.D.S.S., Hadiwattege, C. and llangakoon, I.W.M.A.D., 2024. Addressing traditional HRM
challenges in the construction industry: Insights from modern HRM Literature. In: Sandanayake, Y.G.,
Waidyasekara, K.G.A.S., Ranadewa, K.A.T.O. and Chandanie, H. (eds). Proceedings of the 12" World
Construction ~ Symposium,  9-10  August 2024, Sri  Lanka. pp. 92-104. DOL:
https://doi.org/10.31705/WCS.2024.8. Available from: https://ciobwcs.com/papers/

ADDRESSING TRADITIONAL HRM
CHALLENGES IN THE CONSTRUCTION
INDUSTRY: INSIGHTS FROM MODERN

HRM LITERATURE

J.D.S.S. Jayasinghe?, C. Hadiwattege?, and 1.W.M.A.D. llangakoon?

ABSTRACT

The construction industry plays a pivotal role in the socio-economic development of any
country. However, traditional Human Resource Management (HRM) practices within
this sector face numerous challenges, including high labour turnover, skill shortages,
and safety concerns, which adversely affect productivity and employee well-being. This
study provides an extensive review of modern HRM literature designed to address these
challenges towards enhancing organisational performance of the construction industry.
The research methodology involved a comprehensive literature review spanning
publications from 1990 to 2024, utilising search engines such as Scopus, Google
Scholar, Emerald Insight, and Science Direct. The findings reveal that traditional HRM
practices, characterised by their administrative focus and reactive approach, have led
to significant issues in the construction sector. In contrast, modern HRM practices,
which emphasise strategic alignment, employee engagement, continuous learning, and
leveraging technology, offer viable solutions. Specifically, practices such as Strategic
HRM (SHRM), agile HRM, and data-driven HRM are particularly effective in managing
the industry's unique challenges, including workforce mobility, economic fluctuations,
and the integration of new technologies. This study contributes to the existing body of
knowledge by highlighting the potential of modern HRM practices to transform HRM in
the construction industry. Future research should focus on empirically validating the
impact of these practices on project performance and exploring innovative HRM
strategies tailored to the sector’s specific needs.

Keywords: Construction Industry; Human Resources Management; Modern HRM
Concepts; Overcoming HRM Challenges; Traditional HRM.

1. INTRODUCTION

The construction industry is a major contributor of driving social and economic
development in any country (Oke et al., 2019). Marked by its dynamic, project-based,
and complex nature, (Srour et al., 2017), the sector also employs a spectrum of labour,
including migrant, casual, and transient workers, alongside professional staff (Wilkinson
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etal., 2012). Notably, Human Resource (HR) costs constitute a significant portion of total
construction expenditure (Al-Hosani & Rashid, 2022).

Meanwhile, the industry's project-oriented complexity and tight schedules along with
lengthy working hours, significantly impact employee well-being, both mentally and
physically, alongside their job satisfaction, skill development, and work-life balance
(Khan et al., 2022). Additionally, the construction industry continues to fall behind in
HRM practices, technology adoption, and productivity growth (Kokkaew et al., 2022).
However, efficient HRM is crucial for sustainable project outcomes (Othman et al.,
2012).

The construction sector's dynamic, project-based structure poses challenges to traditional
HRM practices, including poor productivity, skilled labour shortages, and occupational
health risks (Fortune et al., 2022; Marambage & Maduwansha, 2021; Yankov & Kleiner,
2001). Moreover, aligning organisational objectives with existing HRM capabilities
remains a critical challenge, necessitating innovative strategies to address evolving
industry demands (Uzoamaka et al., 2021; Yankov & Kleiner, 2001). Despite these
challenges, the construction industry's adaptability facilitates the integration of innovative
HRM concepts, emphasising an employee-centric approach to mitigate existing
challenges (Lyngnes, 2024). In recent years, there has been a growing recognition that
enhancing HRM performance is essential for improving efficiency, productivity, and
cost-effectiveness in the construction industry (Fortune et al., 2022).

Modern HRM in construction emphasises strategic workforce management to enhance
project performance, focusing on employee welfare and organisational goals (Wilkinson
et al., 2012), with research yet to fully elucidate the precise impact of modern HRM
practices on project performance (Chapano et al., 2018). Moreover, HRM aligns with
most of the key success factors in construction, including efficiency enhancement,
professionalism elevation, and procurement strategy improvement (Al-Hosani & Rashid,
2022). Hence, an effective HRM framework would elevate employee involvement and
dedication towards an intended output, by addressing their concerns such as work-life
balance, while focusing on the organisational reputation and resource utilisation (Al-
Hosani & Rashid, 2022).

Despite the critical role of HRM in the construction industry, there is limited
understanding of how modern HRM practices can effectively address the challenges
posed by traditional HRM approaches. This gap in knowledge highlights the need for a
deeper exploration of contemporary HRM strategies to enhance their application in this
sector. In this context, this paper aims to explore the application of modern HRM
practices in overcoming the challenges associated with traditional HRM practices in the
construction industry. By conducting a comprehensive literature review and synthesising
existing research and insights, this study seeks to offer valuable recommendations for
practitioners, researchers, and policymakers to improve HRM practices within the
construction sector.

2. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

An extensive body of literature delves into the historical development of a subject and
studies the key themes to deepen the significance of the study (Saunders et al., 2023).
Snyder (2019) further elaborates on this, stating that a comprehensive literature synthesis
aids in establishing the theoretical roots of a study. Hence, to obtain a thorough grasp of
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the challenges of traditional HRM in the construction industry and the modern HRM
strategies to address them, the findings of a literature analysis served as the foundation
for this paper.

A comprehensive literature review was conducted by referring to books, reports, theses,
journals, and conference proceedings to identify the concept of traditional HRM, the
issues of traditional HRM in the construction industry, and the applicable modern HRM
strategies to overcome them. The literature review included publications from 1990 to
2023 to ensure a broad and historical perspective on HRM practices in the construction
industry. To compile a comprehensive literature synthesis, search terms such as
‘Traditional Human Resources Management Practices in Construction Industry’, and
‘Challenges of Traditional Human Resources Management in Construction’, ‘Modern
Human Resource Management Practices’, ‘Trends of Human Resource Management in
Construction Industry’ were filtered using the available search engines including
‘Scopus’, ‘Google Scholar’, ‘Emerald Insight’, and ‘Science Direct’.

3. FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

3.1 TRADITIONAL HRM IN THE CONSTRUCTION INDUSTRY

Traditional HRM, often referred to as personnel management, has been the foundation of
HR operations for decades (Torrington et al., 2017). Traditional HRM practices are
typically characterised by, (i) their administrative focus dealing with day-to-day
operations rather than long-term strategic goals (Torrington et al., 2017), (ii) reactive
approach to managing people (Kramar, 2014), (iii) hierarchical organisational structure
with a strong emphasis on adherence to policies and procedures (Storey, 2006), and (iv)
limited employee development focusing on job-specific skills and mandator safety
training rather than broader professional development hindering long-term career growth
and employee satisfaction (Tharenou et al., 2007).

Similarly in the construction industry, these practices often emphasise administrative
functions, focusing on compliance and labour relations, with minimal strategic alignment
(Bukhari et al., 2021). These practices typically involve ‘hard> HRM models that
prioritise control, cost efficiency, and task-oriented management, particularly for manual
workers (Druker et al., 1996). Traditional approaches are characterised by reactive and
opportunistic pragmatism, showing little strategic integration with corporate objectives
(Duberley & Walley, 1995).

However, traditional HRM challenges exert both beneficial and detrimental effects on the
global construction industry (Akomah et al., 2020). Renowned for its complexity
(Fortune et al., 2022) and project-based structure, the construction sector demands
workforce flexibility and extensive subcontracting, posing numerous challenges for HRM
and employment relations (Wilkinson et al., 2012). Thus, HRM activities encounter
significant obstacles, including high labour costs, lack of permanent staff, skill shortages,
reliance on ad hoc labourers, funding inconsistencies, and inadequate management policy
frameworks (Fortune et al., 2022). Table 2 further demonstrates the literature findings on
challenges and issues of traditional HRM in the construction industry.
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3.2 MODERN HRM CONCEPTS

The construction industry has traditionally relied on conventional HRM practices;
however, there is increasing recognition of the need to adopt modern HRM approaches
to address contemporary challenges (Stone et al., 2015). The transition involves a cultural
shift towards recognising the strategic value of HR, investing in employee development,
and leveraging technology to enhance HRM functions (Wright & Nishii, 2007).

Modern HRM practices integrate strategic elements to enhance organisational
performance and employee development (Boselie et al., 2005). These practices are often
derived from ‘soft” HRM models that emphasise employee motivation, development, and
well-being (Druker et al., 1996). This paradigm shift reflects the growing recognition of
employees as key assets and a source of competitive advantage (Guest, 2011). Thus,
modern HRM is characterised by; (i) the strategic alignment of HRM with organisational
objectives (Boselie et al., 2005), (ii) proactive and transformational approach that fosters
innovation and adaptability (Guest, 2011), (iii) recognition of employee engagement and
empowerment (Alfes et al.,, 2013), (iv) commitment to continuous learning and
development including leadership development, cross-functional training, and personal
development opportunities (Noe, 2010), and (v) leveraging technology and analytics to
optimise HRM processes and improve decision-making (Marler & Fisher, 2013). Table
1 sets forth a summary of literature findings on several modern HRM concepts identified.

Table 1: Modern HRM concepts

No. Modern HRM Concept Reference
01. Strategic HRM (SHRM) [11, [2], [3]
02. Employee engagement and well-being [41, [5], [6], [7]. [8]
03. Talent management [9], [10], [11]
04. Diversity and inclusion [12], [13]
05. Agile HRM [14], [15]
06. Performance management [16], [17], [18]
07. Learning and development (L&D) [19], [20], [21]
08. HR analytics and data-driven HRM [22], [23], [24], [25], [26]
09. Employer branding [27], [28], [29]
10. Change management [30], [31]
11. Corporate social responsibility (CSR) [32], [33]
12. Technology and HRM (HR tech) [34], [35], [36], [37], [38]
13. Workforce planning and succession planning [24], [25], [39]
14. Employee empowerment and participation [40], [41], [42],
15. Smart HRM [23], [43]
16. Sustainable HRM [44], [45], [46], [47]
17. Psychological safety [5], [48]

[1] (Wright & McMahan, 1992), [2] (Boxall & Purcell, 2003), [3] (Delery & Doty, 1996), [4] (Schaufeli
& Bakker, 2004), [5] (Kahn, 1990), [6] (Harter et al., 2002), [7] (Morgan, 2017), [8] (Leblebici, 2012),
[9] (Collings & Mellahi, 2009), [10] (Lewis & Heckman, 2006), [11] (Cappelli, 2009), [12] (Cox, 1993),
[13] (Roberson, 2006), [14] (Dikert et al., 2016), [15] (Denning, 2016), [16] (Aguinis, 2019), [17]
(Denisi & Pritchard, 2006), [18] (Armstrong, 2014), [19] (Noe, 2010), [20] (Aguinis & Kraiger, 2009),
[21] (Swanson & Holton, 2009), [22] (Bassi, 2011), [23] (Marler & Boudreau, 2017), [24] (Kavanagh et
al., 2012), [25] (Hendrickson, 2003), [26] (Bondarouk & Ruél, 2013), [27] (Backhaus & Tikoo, 2004),
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[28] (Berthon et al., 2005), [29] (Ambler & Barrow, 1996), [30] (Kotter, 2009), [31] (Burnes, 2004),
[32] (Carroll, 1999), [33] (McWilliams & Siegel, 2001), [34] (Parry & Tyson, 2011), [35] (Bondarouk
& Ruél, 2009), [36] (Strohmeier, 2009), [37] (Stone et al., 2015), [38] (Marler & Fisher, 2013), [39]
(Rothwell, 2010), [40] (Huselid, 1995), [41] (Spreitzer, 1995), [42] (Becker & Huselid, 2006), [43]
(Tambe et al., 2019), [44] (Ehnert & Harry, 2012), [45] (Jabbour & Santos, 2008), [46] (Renwick et al.,
2013), [47] (Jackson et al., 2011), [48] (Edmondson, 1999)

Correspondingly, modern HRM in construction aims to address the industry's specific
challenges, such as project-based work environments and the need for flexibility in
managing multiple forms of employment (Raja et al., 2013). Recent studies indicate that
modern HRM practices focus on comprehensive frameworks that include leadership
development, employee engagement, and strategic alignment of HR policies with
business goals (Bukhari et al., 2021). These practices improve employee satisfaction and
enhance organisational competitiveness and project performance (Ling et al., 2018). They
help construction firms attract and retain high-potential talent, ensuring balanced growth
and long-term success (Rajhans & Bhavsar, 2023).

3.3 CHALLENGES OF TRADITIONAL HRM IN THE CONSTRUCTION INDUSTRY

In response to the myriad challenges faced by the construction industry concerning
traditional HRM practices, Duke Il and Udono (2012) argue that effective HRM now
requires new attitudes, perspectives, and competencies geared towards fostering
creativity and innovation within organisations. Table 2 presents a summary of literature
findings on the challenges encountered by traditional HRM practices in the construction
industry and the strategies provided by modern HRM practices to address them.

Table 2: Modern HRM strategies to address traditional HRM challenges in the construction industry

No. Challenge of Traditional HRM Practices Modern HRM Solution
01. High labour turnover and [1],[2] SHRM [1], [2]
workforce mobility
02. Skill shortages and workforce [3] L&D [31, [7]
ageing HR analytics and data- [21],[22]
driven HRM
03. Safety and health concerns [4] Agile HRM [4]
Psychological safety [23]
04. Seasonal and economic [5] SHRM [5], [6]
fluctuations
05. A diverse and transient [2] Diversity and inclusion [2], [24]
workforce
06. Lack of training and [6] L&D [6], [25],
development [26]
07. Inadequate workforce planning  [7] HR analytics and data- [7], [21]
driven HRM
08. Resistance to change [8] Change management [8], [27],
[28]
09. Compliance with labour laws [9] SHRM [1]1, [9]
and regulations
10. Communication barriers [10] Employee engagement and [10], [29]
well-being
11. Project-based nature of work [11] Agile HRM [3], [11]
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12. Financial constraints [12] CSR [12], [30]
13. Integration of new technologies  [13] HR tech [13], [31],
[32]
14, Reliance on subcontractors and [14] Employee  empowerment [14], [33]
temporary labour and participation
15. Talent retention [15], [16], [17], Talent management [15], [34],
[18], [19], [20] [35]

[1] (Raja et al., 2013), [2] (Bukhari et al., 2021), [3] (Raiden et al., 2004), [4] (Harvey et al., 2019), [5]
(Srivastava & Agarwal, 2012), [6] (Pat6 et al., 2022), [7] (Abanda et al., 2017), [8] (Demirkesen & Tezel,
2021), [9] (Olawumi et al., 2018), [10] (Porwal & Hewage, 2013), [11] (S6derlund & Bredin, 2006),
[12] (Shah & Sankar, 2013), [13] (Evans & Farrell, 2020), [14] (Vass & Gustavsson, 2017), [15]
(Rajhans & Bhavsar, 2023), [16] (Phua, 2012), [17] (Kokkaew et al., 2022), [18] (Srour et al., 2017),
[19] (Hongmin & Yanbing, 2011), [20] (Thompson, 2011), [21] (Kavanagh et al., 2012), [22] (Bassi,
2011), [23] (Edmondson, 1999), [24] (Cox, 1993), [25] (Noe, 2010), [26] (Aguinis & Kraiger, 2009),
[27] (Kotter, 2009), [28] (Burnes, 2004), [29] (Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004), [30] (Carroll, 1999), [31]
(Parry & Tyson, 2011), [32] (Bondarouk & Ruél, 2009), [33] (Huselid, 1995),[34] (Collings & Mellahi,
2009), [35] (Lewis & Heckman, 2006)

As illustrated by Table 2, the construction industry faces numerous challenges stemming
from traditional HRM practices, which often lead to high labour turnover, workforce
mobility, and skill shortages. High labour turnover and workforce mobility cause
instability and increased recruitment costs (Bukhari et al., 2021; Raja et al., 2013). SHRM
can address these challenges by aligning HRM practices with organisational goals,
thereby enhancing employee retention and stability (Bukhari et al., 2021; Raja et al.,
2013). Simultaneously, skill shortages and an ageing workforce complicate the landscape,
causing delays and increased costs (Raiden et al., 2004). Implementing L&D programmes
can mitigate these issues by continuously upgrading the skills of the workforce, while HR
analytics can provide data-driven insights to identify and fill skill gaps (Abanda et al.,
2017; Bassi, 2011; Kavanagh et al., 2012; Raiden et al., 2004). Additionally, compliance
with labour laws and regulations requires significant administrative effort and can lead to
legal challenges if not managed properly (Olawumi et al., 2018). SHRM can streamline
compliance by integrating legal requirements into strategic HR planning, thereby
reducing the risk of non-compliance (Olawumi et al., 2018; Raja et al., 2013).

Safety and health concerns due to the hazardous nature of construction work result in
project delays and legal liabilities (Harvey et al., 2019). Agile HRM and fostering a
culture of psychological safety can improve workplace safety by promoting adaptive,
responsive HR practices and ensuring that employees feel safe to report hazards
(Edmondson, 1999; Harvey et al., 2019). In addition, the project-based nature of
construction work necessitates the rapid formation and disbanding of teams, which can
disrupt team cohesion and knowledge transfer (Séderlund & Bredin, 2006). Agile HRM
practices can address this by promoting flexibility and adaptability in team management
(Raiden et al., 2004; Soderlund & Bredin, 2006). Furthermore, seasonal and economic
fluctuations present another challenge, leading to unstable employment and workforce
planning difficulties (Srivastava & Agarwal, 2012). SHRM can help organisations better
navigate these fluctuations by integrating long-term strategic planning with HRM
practices (Pato et al., 2022; Srivastava & Agarwal, 2012). Moreover, financial constraints
often limit investment in employee development and retention strategies (Shah & Sankar,
2013). CSR initiatives can provide a framework for investing in employee well-being and
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sustainable practices, thereby enhancing organisational reputation and employee loyalty
(Carroll, 1999; Shah & Sankar, 2013).

Managing a diverse and transient workforce requires effective communication and
coordination (Bukhari et al., 2021). Emphasising diversity and inclusion can create a
more cohesive and collaborative work environment, improving team dynamics and
productivity (Bukhari et al., 2021; Cox, 1993). Moreover, communication barriers among
various stakeholders can lead to misunderstandings, errors, and project delays (Porwal &
Hewage, 2013). Fostering employee engagement and well-being can enhance
communication and collaboration, ensuring that all team members are aligned with
project goals (Porwal & Hewage, 2013; Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004). Alongside this, lack
of training and development affects productivity and innovation (Patd et al., 2022).
Implementing robust L&D programmes can ensure continuous skill development and
career growth opportunities for employees, leading to higher engagement and retention
(Aguinis & Kraiger, 2009; Noe, 2010; Pato et al., 2022). Moreover, resistance to change
is a pervasive issue in the construction industry, hindering the adoption of modern HRM
practices and technologies (Demirkesen & Tezel, 2021). However, effective change
management strategies, such as those proposed by Kotter (2009) and Burnes (2004), can
facilitate smoother transitions by involving all stakeholders in the change process and
addressing resistance proactively.

The integration of new technologies such as BIM and lean construction is another
challenge due to the traditional practices prevalent in the industry (Evans & Farrell,
2020). Embracing Technology and HRM can facilitate the adoption of these technologies,
improving efficiency and project outcomes (Bondarouk & Ruél, 2009; Evans & Farrell,
2020; Parry & Tyson, 2011). In addition, reliance on subcontractors and temporary labour
forces complicates the enforcement of consistent HRM practices (Vass & Gustavsson,
2017). Empowering employees and promoting participation can enhance commitment
and consistency across the workforce (Huselid, 1995; Vass & Gustavsson, 2017). Lastly,
talent retention is a significant challenge due to the competitive and transient nature of
the construction industry (Rajhans & Bhavsar, 2023). Effective talent management
strategies can help attract, develop, and retain skilled workers, ensuring that the
organisation remains competitive and capable of meeting its project demands (Collings
& Mellahi, 2009; Lewis & Heckman, 2006; Rajhans & Bhavsar, 2023).

4. CONCLUSIONS AND WAY FORWARD

This comprehensive literature review has explored the challenges associated with
traditional HRM practices in the construction industry and the potential solutions offered
by modern HRM strategies. The findings indicate that traditional HRM practices,
characterised by administrative focus, reactive approaches, and limited employee
development, have resulted in significant issues such as high labour turnover, skill
shortages, safety concerns, lack of training and development, and talent retention. These
challenges have hindered productivity and employee well-being in the construction
sector. Modern HRM practices, which emphasise strategic alignment, employee
engagement, continuous learning, and leveraging technology, offer viable solutions to
these challenges. SHRM, agile HRM, and data-driven HRM are particularly effective in
addressing the industry's specific needs, such as managing a transient workforce, ensuring
safety, and navigating economic fluctuations. By integrating such modern HRM
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practices, construction firms can enhance organisational performance, improve employee
satisfaction, and achieve better project outcomes.

Thus, this study has provided a comprehensive overview of the application of modern
HRM practices within the construction industry to address the challenges of traditional
HRM. Future research should focus on empirically validating the impact of these
practices on construction project performance and exploring innovative HRM strategies
tailored to the industry's unique challenges, which would further benefit the sector.
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