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Anticipating
Tomorrow
The future of the 
European construction 
industry

Recent years have been marked by rapid and quickening
change in Western Europe and the rest of the world, which is 
altering the way in which infrastructure and manufacturing
assets are produced and maintained. In response to these 
pressures, the ECI established the Industry Futures Task

Force to improve the European construction industry’s
understanding of where it may be in 20 years’ time.The

Task Force has developed this suite of future scenarios 
for the European construction industry, and an 

action plan to help the ECI and its member 
companies adapt to the challenges ahead.



Smart local energy systems reduce effects 
of extreme weather in Western Europe

Western Europe Energy 
Support budget bigger than 

defence spending

European construction does 40% 
of its business outside EU

Nuclear fusion in use

European Construction industry wins Global 
Prize for socially responsible behaviour again

Construction salaries match 
those of doctors and lawyers

Low interest rates and inflation 
mean booming European economy

EU strategy for 
cross-border energy trade

Common IT design 
platform across the EU

Far Eastern construction 
firms enter European Top 10

Kyoto agreement discarded

London’s second 
orbital motorway opens

Smog returns to London, 
increase in respiratory disease

UK abandons zero-carbon 
homes legislation

New oil fields 
support exclusive 
use of oil and gas

European countries revert 
to national green standards

Student numbers in engineering and 
construction half of 2008 levels

European recession; EU retrenches to 
core 12 members

Budget airline goes bust

Electricity cuts hit the 
construction industry

High carbon taxes hit low-income 
families in old houses

Immigration controls cut foreign 
labour in construction

Break-up of the EU

European Energy Agency 
regulates energy use

3D communication 
used to reduce 
travel

Building regulations ensure future 
buildings are ‘smart’

Most people travel 
by public transport

Waste production on 
construction sites illegal

Legislation and price reduce 
energy demand by 30%

Construction a career of choice
World energy prices stabilise

Legal costs in 
construction 

fall by 85%

Private petrol use rationed

Fuel poverty riots

US leaves NATO

The axes and the scenarios
they produce

The horizontal axis represents a range of future 
possibilities for the availability of energy.  At one extreme 

is Energy Scarcity, where energy becomes less available than 
we expect today.  At the other is Stabilised Supply. Here, 

energy is readily available. This could happen because new 
reserves are discovered, or through technological advances in 

the supply and use of energy. 

The vertical axis represents the balance in co-operation – 
ranging from Interdependent to Autonomous – between and 
within supply chains, international relationships and society as a 
whole.

These two variables lead us to four scenarios which illustrate 
what the European construction industry could look like 20 
years from now. These scenarios were developed by 

extrapolating a range of today’s key issues for the 
European construction industry, for the ECI, and for its 

member organisations. 

They range from a world where energy is scarce, 
renewable technology is widely used and it is 

culturally unacceptable to waste energy, 
which we call Tough Love, to one with 

stabilised energy supply in which 
individual self-interest takes 

precedence over the common 
good, which we term Fence Me 

In. The timelines for each 
scenario depict a sequence of 
possible events which lead 
from the present day to the 
year 2030.

Tough love
Here energy is scarce, and 
comes from nuclear fission 
and fusion or from 
renewable sources. People 
are energy-sensitive, energy 
waste is unacceptable, and 
homes are smart. 

In construction, standardisation has 
encouraged prefabrication at the expense 
of creativity. Planning takes account of 
embodied energy and energy in use. 
Refurbishment is favoured over new build.

Travel tends to mean walking or public 
transport. Journeys are rarer because 
home working is common, new housing is 
concentrated in high-density urban areas, 
and health and education services are 
sited together.

Happy days
In this world, energy is abundant and its price is predictable. 

European and global relations are sunny. Construction 
companies are international and creative and have the people 
and resources they need. Legislation encourages energy 
efficiency to reduce climate change.

Construction is an attractive, high-technology, high-wage 
industry.  A global database of contractors and clients 
provides open information on their quality of service. 

Technology has made virtual meetings normal, although 
social and leisure travel remain common. Even the 
possibility of teleporting matter to remote locations no 
longer seems like science fiction.

Running on empty
By 2030, energy is scarce and society is inward-looking and 
protectionist of its knowledge, energy and resources. 
Nations and communities only collaborate from necessity. In 
an unequal world, some live in islands of wealth which have 
knowledge or resources, but most do not. 

Construction is unadventurous and innovation is rare. Projects 
are carried out to the contract and clients are litigious. Skills are 
expensive, partly because of severe limits on immigration. 
Defence is the business to be in: spending is up as international 
organisations and international trust dwindle.

Fence me in
People, companies and countries value 
their autonomy. Self-interest and quick 
profit motivate individuals and firms. 
This can mean higher costs as supply 

chains fragment. Food production 
and other economic activity tend 

to be local.

This world has stable energy 
supplies. Nobody takes the 

trouble to use it efficiently 
unless they are forced to.

Construction is not 
innovative and is an 
unattractive career 
option.

Our vision for 2030
We want the European 
Construction Industry of 2030 to 
be the world’s principal centre of 
excellence in the development of the 
built environment and manufacturing 
facilities. To achieve this we need to meet these 
challenges, which the ECI regards as the guiding 
vision of this task force:

Be seen as an attractive, vibrant industry which school 
leavers, graduates and experienced professionals are 
attracted to and want to stay in

Work in a way which encourages collaboration and support 
along the whole supply chain, and which feeds innovation and 
improvement

Welcome and work with the shifts in world construction, in 
geographies, practices and requirements

Develop and apply new construction techniques. using the 
best available technology to improve the construction 
process in design, speed, safety, value and control

Ensure our activities are energy-efficient and have a minimal 
effect on the environment.

These scenarios suggest actions which can lead to a step 
change in performance to allow us to reach this future. 
These actions are outlined on the final page of this 
report.

The full text of the European 
Construction Industry Task 
Force report can be found 
on the ECI website: 
www.eci-online.org
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Next steps towards the vision

For the ECI:

Support the Industry Futures Task Force, and especially the 
new task forces on people and on collaboration

Run annual award schemes to recognise sustainability, 
collaboration, innovation, people and natural resources

Work to expand membership, and its engagement in best 
practice

Influence regulation

Collaborate with other organisations to develop and promote 
best practice

Encourage members’ innovation

Drive stewardship, corporate social responsibility, ethics and 
sustainability

Help members to use natural resources more efficiently and 
protect the environment

Define sustainable best practice for the design of the built 
environment and manufacturing plant

Encourage member companies to get involved with renewable 
energy.

For Members of the ECI and those associated with the 
construction industry:

Engage with the ECI and its task forces

Collaborate along the supply chain to encourage innovation 
and best practice

Increase R&D and take controlled risks to embrace new 
techniques

Recognise the value of people

Develop and reward them to attract and retain excellence

Increase links with schools, universities and the supply chain to 
share and use best practice

Implement local practices to improve environmental 
performance and encourage sustainable construction and use

Enter the ECI award scheme.

The European Construction Institute (ECI) is Europe’s only 
transnational network of construction excellence. It brings together 
many of the most innovative clients, contractors, specialists and 
support organisations in Europe to develop and share knowledge 
aimed at improving the entire construction supply chain.

To learn more, contact the ECI:
ECI UK, John Pickford Building, West Park, Loughborough University,

Loughborough LE11 3TU, UK 
Tel: +44 (0)1509 223526

Email eci@lboro.ac.uk
www.eci-online.org
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