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MANAGING THE UNKNOWN - APLAN TO
MANAGE WORKLOAD FLUCTUATIONS
AND OPERATING RESOURCES IN A
PROFESSIONAL PRACTICE.

Ben Carter’ and Liz Laycock
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Hallam University and graduated in 2016. Liz Laycock is a member of
staff in the Department of the Natural and Built Environment at
Sheffield Hallam University who supervised the research.

Change affects companies in all industries, a business’s
ability to forecast and manage change are critical to its long
terms success. This research aimed to acknowledge the
causes and frequency of change and develop methods by
which a company operating in the construction industry could
manage its workload and operating resources. Through
reviewing existing literature and conducting primary resource
specific to the nature of the company the research was able to
tailor its proposal with the aim that its implementation
provides a positive benefit to recipients. The main findings
of the study were that whilst both internal and external causes
of fluctuation impact on workload and operating resources
and that the frequency of fluctuation is varied, there are
methods by which these fluctuations can be managed through
the introduction of company processes and procedures. In
summary, a company’s ability to manage change and
fluctuation in workload is dependent on its ability to ascertain
the nature of changes it is likely to experience and to ensure
its operating practices reflect these changes.
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INTRODUCTION

It is well established that the construction industry is prone to fluctuations in
output (Rhodes 2015), these fluctuations are caused by factors ranging from
national economic performance and government policy on a macro level, to
seasonal patterns and the availability of finance on a micro level (Barrett
1993). The extent to which these causes impact on the stability of individual
companies varies, depending on which sectors of the industry a company
operates in and, more specifically, the processes and procedures a company
maintains to manage such fluctuations. Forecasting fluctuations and planning
to manage change are therefore critical to the long term success of any
business in the construction industry. The research conducted was a case
study specific to one company operating within the construction industry in
an attempt to develop a workload management plan that could be proposed
for implementation as part of a its strategic management plan. The aims of the
study, specific to the company, were as follows:

e Establish the extent and common causes of fluctuation in
workload at a selected company.

e ldentify existing management methods/techniques and assess
whether these methods are suitable for use within the company.

e Determine any common suggestions as to how workload
fluctuations could be managed within the company and any
barriers to implementation.

e Propose a management tool/strategy to assist in the
monitoring/forecasting of workload at the company.

The study identified existing methods of workload fluctuation management
used within the industry and identified the causes of workload fluctuation the
company experiences. Through further research the study was able to assess
the suitability of existing methods for implementation and acknowledge
potential barriers as well as develop a proposal tailored specifically to the
needs of the company.

RESEARCH METHOD

A comprehensive review of literature relating to the topics of change,
strategic and human resource management was undertaken to provide the
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researcher with a level of information on aspects of management that apply to
the subject area. A company profile was developed in order to determine the
characteristics of the business and to ensure the final proposal was bespoke,
recognising key details with regards to the nature of the business and existing
procedures. This information was used to develop primary research that was
tailored specifically to the aims of the study in the form of questionnaires.
The primary research enabled the researcher to identify the current causes of
workload fluctuations, potential solutions to reduce the impact of these causes
and specific details relating to both topics.

The questionnaire defined terminology where relevant to minimise the risk of
ambiguity and was deliberately distributed to a selective sample, all
employees of the studies company, to maximise the validity of the responses
and the chance of success with any future implementation. Consultation with
other construction professionals during the development of the proposal made
it possible for the study to acknowledge existing management techniques in
practice and for it to draw on these when adapting and refining the proposal.
It was recognised that the nature of the study limited the extent to which the
results it sought to provide could be applicable to a wider audience however,
it was considered the research methods utilised were appropriate considering
the aims of the study were specific to one company.

LITERATURE REVIEW
Strategic Management

Henri Fayol identified forecasting and planning as being one of the seven
principles of management, the purpose of these actions being to “give firms
an outward and forward looking perspective, so that changes can be
anticipated and, at least, accommodated, if not capitalised on” Barrett (1993).
The benefits of these actions were acknowledged by Ansoff (1984) as
providing a tool to “position and relate the firm to its environment in a way
which will ensure its continued success and make it secure from surprises”.
The study focused in depth on business level strategic management, which is
concerned with “competing for customers, generating value from the
resources and the underlying principles of the sustainable competitive
advantages of those resources over rival companies” Rees and Smith (2014).
In the context of the study, strategic management related to ensuring the
company is conscious of and makes informed decisions regarding workload
and resource, both current and future, to deliver against the business
objectives. As noted by Smyth (2011), professional practices are typically
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cash generating organisations as opposed to asset rich; one of the keys to
business success is therefore managing workload and the associated revenues
they generate during periods of fluctuation in workload. The study had
identified reasons why workload in the construction industry is cyclical, it
also identified that the industry typically follows a ‘boom and slump’ pattern,
as opposed to gradual rises and falls, shown in Figure 1.

1997 1898 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2017 2012 2013 2014

Figure 1 Example of ‘boom and slump’ pattern in UK construction
industry — Quarterly and yearly rates of output change (ONS, 2014).

It is considered that in order for a company to maintain success over the
longer term, practice management during the ‘boom’ period should include
the creation of cash reserves typically facilitated by the moderating of profit
taking, for these to be drawn on during the ‘slump’ period. One of the main
benefits of this action is that during the early stages of a slump and
constriction in work streams and associated revenues, the business is better
placed to manage the requirement to reduce staff numbers and pay. This aids
in maintaining the morale of those still in employment and preventing a more
chaotic situation regarding resources whereby employees perceive
unemployment as inevitable and seek alternative employment to mitigate
personal risk. The restricting of expansion during the ‘boom’ period is also
noted as a prudent action as this results in less of a drain on cash reserves
during the slump period, it is noted that the financial benefit of this is often
debated as a matter of integrity when compared to a strategy of ‘hiring and
firing’ to suit levels of secured work however a ‘hiring and firing’ strategy is
likely to have a detrimental impact on the morale of employees during a
slump period (Figure 2).
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Surface Experience: Prudent Action:
Too few staff | Hold sta® and salaries
Salares escalate | Reduce speculative work
Excellent cashfiow | Select clients carsfully
Sales effort too low | Increase marketing effort
Build cash reserves

Peak of Prudent Action:

Marker: Reduce staff and salaries

No speculative work

Manage cashfiow and reserves

Boom!

Experience: Experience: Experience:
Demand growing Jobs postponed Clents slowly investing
Recruitment and cancelled Staff stretchad
Healthy cashfiow Clients delaying Low cash reserves for
payments expansion

Intense f2e compettion

Prudent Action:
Build market share

v Bottom of

Market:

Slump!

Figure 2. Example of practice management experiences and actions
over the economic cycle (Hedley Smyth 2011).

Human Resource Management

Thompson, Scott and Martin (2014) state “Organisations should evaluate
whether resources are being allocated to those products, services and
activities which are most important for the organisation as a whole”. The
study focused on human resource from the perspective of performance
however Banfield and Kay (2012) note that performance has “no precise or
agreed meaning” and that it can include concepts such as productivity and
effectiveness. The primary resources at the company are human in the form
of the professional and administrative staff it employs and the knowledge and
experience they possess, therefore the performance of the businesses human
resources are critical to its continued ability to perform. In order to maintain
this ability the business requires employees to generate results. Results,
defined by Shields (2012), are “those tangible and intangible outcomes from
work behaviour or activity that management deems desirable and valuable in
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achieving organisational objectives”; and are generally seen as covering six
categories:

1. Product or service quantity

2. Product or service quality

3. Financial outcomes

4. Timeliness

5. Innovation

. Stakeholder reactions

Gilbert (1978) stated that the main factors that affect a person’s performance
are:

m -

1. Knowledge

2. Skill

3. Environment

4. Motivation
The study noted factors 1 and 2 but did not conduct further research on them
during the literature review on the assumption that the company employees
possess at least the general knowledge and basic skills required to fulfil their
roles. Further research was undertaken on Environment and Motivation as it
was considered these factors have strong links to workload management and
operating resources.

Environment:

The work environment can be described as the surrounding conditions in
which an employee operates, it can include both physical conditions i.e. the
office building and other factors such as work processes or procedures an
employee is expected to adhere to. The environment in which an individual
works can have a considerable effect on their morale and thus ability to
perform, an article by Yankov and Kleiner, (2001) found that high employee
morale is typically associated with workplace stability, supportive managers
and clear roles, whilst insufficient staff levels, lack of managerial support and
workers feeling they have no voice in the workplace were common themes in
organisations with low levels of employee morale. Environment in the
context of this study related more to processes and procedures than physical
conditions however the study recognised that the proposed management
tool/strategy has the potential to impact on the working environment and
therefore it had to be proposed in such a way that maximises the potential
positive benefit i.e. streamlining of existing procedures and minimises any
negative impact i.e. loss of productivity.
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Motivation:

The environment in which an employee operates can, in part, contribute to
their levels of motivation and therefore their ability to produce results. Pinder
(1998) defined motivation as “a set of energetic forces that originate both
within and beyond an individual’s being, to initiate work-related behaviour
and to determine its form, direction, intensity and duration”.

Classic motivation theories identify a number of ‘high order’ and ‘low order’
needs as to what motivates an individual, these are shown in Figure 3:

Hierarchy of needs Two-factor theory Job characteristics model
(Maslow) (Herzberg) (Hackman and Oldham)
Higher-order needs: Motivators: Intrinsic factors:
» Self-actualisation * Achievement o Skill variety
* Egofesteem * Growth ® Task variety

* Recognition ® Task significance

¢ Responsibility * Autonomy

¢ Feedback

Lower-order needs: Hygienes: Extrinsic factors:
* Social * Work relationships * Relationships
* Safety * Supervision * Job context
* Physiological * Work conditions * Work conditions

* Pay * Pay

Figure 3. Classic motivational theories - ‘high order’ and ‘low order’
needs (Shields 2012).

Shields (2012) suggests that the constant thread across the classical theories is
that motivation is “a by-product of the quest to satisfy our needs as people
and workers” it is also noted that on this basis the factors that motivate
employees will change according to their personal needs.

The study did not attempt to directly influence employee motivation however
the proposal will attempt to improve the general operating of the business and
it is noted that indirectly this may have an impact on employee motivation.

Change Management

Change management as a concept can be explained as managerial work that
“copes with the changing patterns of resource input and knowledge available
to work organisations and the shifting demands made upon them by the
parties with which they deal” Watson (2002). Tichy (1983) identified four
main causes of change, summarised as:
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1. Environment — Shifts in economy, competitive pressures and
legislative changes lead to demand for strategic change.
2. Business Relationships — Developments in new/existing relationships
require change in the organisational structure.
3. Technology — Shifts having an impact on content of work.
4. People — New entrants to organisations with different educational or
cultural backgrounds that require change.
Lynch (2012) notes that “there is a need to define more precisely the causes
that apply to a particular organisation” and that in practice this will “prove
more useful when it comes to managing strategic change”. Handy (1989)
states that “those who know why changes come waste less effort in protecting
themselves or in fighting the inevitable”, this could be interpreted as, for
companies who, as part of a strategic management plan attempt to forecast
change, there could be as many benefits as drawbacks to the change, this
point being of paramount importance relative to the aims of this study. Kreitl
et al (2002) notes that firms engaged in growth typically experience uneven
workloads as continuously targeting potential clients and identifying future
pipelines of work runs alongside existing workload that may include repeat
business from clients. Issues caused during growth periods include under
capacity of resources, a consequence of which was recognised by Hedley-
Smyth (2011) citing Bayer and Gann (2006) as “some projects are allocated
resources that lead to other projects in the overall work portfolio
experiencing missing deadlines and stressed working”. The study was
focused on the management of change to some extent entirely; it aimed to
identify the reasons for change (fluctuation in workload) and the reasons for
these changes (causes), and then attempted to manage these changes through
the development of its proposal.

RESULTS

Objective 1 - Establish the extent and common causes of fluctuation in
workload at the selected company.

The study was able to identify a number of details relating to workload
fluctuations and their causes within the company. It was determined that the
workload of employees at the company was ‘below average’ consistently for
only a minority of respondents, ‘average’ for approximately a quarter of
respondents and ‘above average’ for the majority of respondents between
October and December 2015 as documented in Table 4.
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WKNr |w/cDate Below Average Average Above Average Total
Nr % of wk total Nr % of wk total Nr % of wk total
1 28-5ep 2 25% 2 25% 4 50% 8
2 05-0Oct 1 14% 3 43% 3 43% 7
3 12-Oct 1 13% 2 25% E 63% 8
4 19-Oct 1 13% 2 25% E 63% 8
5 26-0Oct 1 13% 3 38% 4 50% 8
3] 02-Nov 1 13% 2 25% 5 63% 8
7 09-Nov 2 25% 1 13% 5 63% 8
8 16-Nov 1 13% 1 13% 6 75% 8
9 23-Nov 1 13% 0 0% 7 88% 8
10 30-Nov 1 11% 3 33% E 36% 9
11 07-Dec 1 11% 2 22% & 67% 9
12 14-Dec 0 0% 4 44% E 36% 9

Table 4. Workload levels throughout researched period, each response
as a percentage of total responses per week (source: Author).

Employees reported that they experienced frequent fluctuations in this
workload, 78% experienced fluctuations daily with the remaining 22%
experiencing them weekly. Considering the findings of the literature
regarding change and the capacity of resource, it was concluded that a
consistently above average workload level coupled with frequent fluctuations
in workload could be impacting on the businesses ability to perform over a
sustained period. It was however recognised that the research was limited to
a twelve-week period, that this could not be representative of operating levels
annually and that the research period may have correspondent with a peak in
workload levels at the company. The potential causes of fluctuations in
workload were split into two categories, those that the business contributed
towards (internal) and those that were generated by others (external). It was
considered different types of causes would likely require alternative
approaches to manage and that identifying the source of the cause was
therefore fundamental to the studies ability to address them.
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Cause |Points 10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1 0

Ref |Rank 1st | 2nd | 3rd | 4th | S5th | 6th | 7th | 8th | 9th | 10th | 11th | Score
Internal Cause (Change) —Revisions to
2 |allocated workload at short notice 3 2 3 1 75

Internal Cause (Resources, human or
otherwise) —The availability of
resources required to assistin

4 |completion of a task 2 4 2 64

Internal Cause (Allocation) — Variation
inworkload allocation over time e.g.
periods of heavy workload / periods of

6 |light workload 1 1 7 51
Respondent Added Cause - Lack of
8 |internal diary coordination 1 3
Respondent Added Cause - Insufficient
9 resources 1 2
195

External Cause (Client) —Time related
demands e.g. tasks to be completed at
1 |short notice 5 2 1 1 78

External Cause (Client) — Workload
related demands e.g. clients advising of]
revisions to proposed work stream
3 |programmes 3 3 2 1 71

External Cause (External parties) —
Information provided e.g. Lack of
information requires more time to
5 complete a task than forecasted 2 1 6 61
210
Respondent Added Cause - Imbalance
between client work volume and

7 resource 1 4
1
Respondents 9 9 9 9 9 8 1 1 1 0 0 409

Figure 5 Causes of workload fluctuation, total score of causes split
between internal / external cause (source: Author).

By allocating a score to each cause in line with its frequency ranking, the
study was able to identify those causes that impact more / less on workload.
Splitting these causes into the internal / external groupings, the study
determined that whilst external causes scored a slightly higher total overall
than internal and that the range of individual causes scored between 51 — 75,
no single cause or source of causes scored highly enough for it to be
determined that it was the single main cause of fluctuation in workload at the
company (Figure 5).

Objective 2 - Existing management methods/techniques and assess
whether these methods are suitable for use within the company.



The literature review provided the researcher with details of existing
management techniques, notably Gantt charts and arrow diagrams however
the level of information that could be obtained was not considered sufficient
for the study to use it in isolation. Arrow diagrams were considered for
implementation during the literature review stage of the study, whilst it was
noted they could provide a benefit for the sequencing of events for individual
projects, they were considered unsuitable for implementation within the
management proposal as the format of these diagrams do not provide the
required levels of flexibility for a company whose workload is varied in
duration and one that requires several layers of information to be presented
and easily interpreted for the document to be beneficial to the user. With
Gantt charts it was established that in their basic format they provide not only
a visual overview of activities over time but also that their format would
enable supplementary information to be included in the document and that
these features could form the basis for this format of tool to be utilised within
the proposal.

To supplement the information gathered during the literature review stage, the
study consulted with industry professionals in an attempt to establish the
extent to which the theories were already being or could be used in practice as
well as any additional methods by which businesses operating in the
construction industry manage their workload and operating resources. These
consultations established that Gantt charts are widely used in the planning of
not only on-site activities but also business management within the industry.
The study recognised a number of features already in use that could be of
benefit to the company including the ability to visualise not only current and
future volumes of workload and resource commitment but also the intensity
of these commitments and the ability for these commitments to be
categorised. The consultation process also highlighted the limitations of a
Gantt chart when used in isolation, for example they cannot be relied upon to
encompass all elements of business management that a company operating in
the construction industry has to consider. In addition to this it identified other
management processes currently in use that were deemed relevant to the
study including:

e The allocation of resources being specific to a particular
workload to improve communications and operating efficiencies.

e The holding of meetings at a suitable frequency to facilitate the
sharing of information and discussion of topics that cannot be
communicated visually.
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e The ongoing review of workload and resources to ensure
commitments deliver against business objectives.

e The standardising, where feasible, of internal operating practices
to minimise the time cost of resources operating across varied
work streams.

Objective 3 - Determine any common suggestions as to how workload
fluctuations could be managed within the company and any barriers to
implementation.

The study asked respondents for suggestions on action that could be taken in
an attempt to manage the causes of workload fluctuation identified in
objective 1, it was considered that the respondents were best placed to make
these suggestions as they were informed on the relationships between the
company / its clients and the existing internal process at the company. With
regards to causes originating externally, whilst a number of respondents
considered that no action was possible, based on the fact that as a service
provider, the requirements of the client would always be the primary driver of
actions at the company, other suggested actions included:

e The employment of additional resources — on the basis this would
increase overall capacity which, if current workload levels were
maintained, would improve the resources ability to react to /
manage unforeseen events / requests.

e Improve internal processes / procedures relating to prioritisation
of workload / managing of workload conflicts and internal /
external communication.

e Areview of the internal approach to client engagement including
number / nature of clients and levels of confirmed workload.

Suggestions regarding internal causes included:

1. An improved balance between workload and resources i.e.
supplementary resources / reduction in workload or a combination of
the two.

2. Streamlining of resources / lines of communication specific to a
particular work stream i.e. lead professional / administrative resource.

3. Improved internal communication — Through the introduction of a
centralised tool and frequent general forum for monitoring / managing
of workload and resources.
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It was considered that there were no specific barriers to any of the above
suggestions being implemented regarding both internal and external causes,
however the study noted the requirement for each suggestion to be tailored
specifically, not only to the business aims at the company but also its current
processes, noting that any actions could result in change and the potential to
impact on current operating arrangements. All were considered further in
objective four.

Objective 4 - Propose a management tool/strategy to assist in the
monitoring/forecasting of workload at the company.

In developing the proposed management tool/strategy, the study considered
the findings of the literature review and primary research as well as the
information it had obtained whilst compiling the company profile on the
company. The study acknowledge the potential limitations of restricting the
proposal to one format as established in objective two and therefore included
both a management tool and strategy proposal for implementation. The
details of each being summarised below:

Management Document:

Excel workbook in Gantt chart format to provide a visual representation of
workload over time. Provides the ability for all workload to be included in
one document and easily interpreted. The document includes an overview of
all confirmed and tentative workload over six months to consider the volume
of workload and frequency of fluctuation as well as formatting to denote
where information is to be confirmed / contains discrepancies. The study
proposes that this document forms the basis of workload management practise
at the company and is supplemented by the strategy proposal.

Strategy Proposal:

Monthly Team Meetings:

To facilitate the sharing of general information, meetings proposed to
acknowledge that not all considerations that must be made relating to
workload / resource can be done so by the use of a document in isolation.
Meetings proposed as monthly to consider the availability of resources.

Professional & Administrative Resource Allocation:

One professional and one administrative resource to be allocated as the lead
for each work stream at the company, the professional lead being responsible
for undertaking the majority of projects and for the internal / external
communication relating to that work steam. The administrative resource being
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responsible for all administrative tasks and for compiling of information
associated with that work stream. Strategy proposed on the basis it would
improve operating organisation and efficiency. The strategy also proposed
that at least one additional administrative resource be trained in the operating
systems for each work stream. It was acknowledged that this required a time
commitment to accomplish but it was considered that this action would
enable shortfalls in administrative resources to be overcome i.e. employee
holiday.

Fluctuations in Workload:

The strategy proposed that when fluctuations of a short term nature require
supplementary resources, the lead professional resource for each work stream
is responsible for ensuring all information required to undertake a particular
task is available to ensure fluctuations are managed with a degree of order.
Perceived fluctuations of a long term nature are to be acknowledged by the
lead resource and discussed with the company management to determine
actions required.

Client Appraisal:

The study determined that an internal appraisal of existing clients
should be undertaken in order to ensure current and forecasted
commitments deliver against the medium / long term aims of the
business and whether any action relative to these aims is required by
the company management.

CONCLUSION

The aim of the study was to develop a management tool/strategy that could be
implemented to assist the company in managing workload fluctuations and
operating resource. The study undertook a literature review to develop an
understanding of information associated with its aims and objectives, whilst
an appropriate level of specific information could not be obtained, the review
established a number of aspects of general business management that applied
to the study and were deemed to require further consideration. Each aspect
explored provided information for and direction to the proposal as well as
making the researcher aware of some of the limitations as to what the
proposal could seek to achieve from the perspective of overall company
management.

The data obtained enabled the study to establish the extent and common
causes of fluctuation in workload at the company as well as suggestions on
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how workload fluctuations could be managed as specified in the studies
objectives, in addition it facilitated the researcher to identify any common
themes and those strongly supported by existing resources. The study
therefore considers that objectives 1 - 3 were completed to a satisfactory level
but notes that the research was limited in that reasoning behind responses
could not be determined and that with hindsight this may have been of benefit
to the study overall. Objective 4 was completed having reviewed the findings
of objectives 1 -3. The studies proposal was presented in an alternative
fashion to that originally intended in that it was possible to deliver against
objective 4 and propose a management tool/strategy for implementation
however further research has been recommended prior to implementation.
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