
The Case for Marketing Investment 
in the Built Environment

A report, event and ongoing industry-wide campaign led by Barbour ABI in 
partnership with Futurebuild and the C&BE Network to promote increased 
marketing spend within the built environment to tackle the problems that the 
industry is facing through increased budgets, collaboration and increased use of 
construction technology.

https://barbour-abi.com/


Investing in the Future of the Built Environment – The 
Human and AI Imperatives
I’m very pleased to introduce this report, which makes a clear case for 
strategic marketing investment in the built environment. This document 
isn’t just data; it’s a look at the industry’s ambitions and its key strategy 
gaps. It offers a plan to boost our commercial performance, fix our industry’s 
image and define the future of construction marketing.

The Unmatched Value of Skilled People
A crucial survey finding shows where leaders think real value lies. 
When asked where they’d put an unlimited budget, respondents voted 
overwhelmingly for human capital. The top priority was hiring an extra team 

member, well ahead of any technology investment. The second 
highest priority was increasing the training and professional 

development budget.

This doesn’t dismiss technology; it confirms that effective 
marketing still relies on skilled marketers who create 
solutions, not just use tools. Our sector deals with 
complex projects, intricate supply chains and long-

term relationships, meaning the judgment, creativity, 
technical knowledge, and strategic thinking of human 
experts are essential. This consensus proves we must 
invest in building a marketing function based on 
expertise, where professionals are strategic partners, 
not just executors. The industry knows that better 
marketing comes from better people.

The AI Gap: Recognising Change, Missing a Plan
This commitment to human skill exists 
alongside a strong sense of technological 
change. In fact, 94% of respondents believe AI 

will have a major or moderate impact 
on the built environment 

within the next five years. This confirms that AI is an immediate, accepted 
reality.

However, a serious planning gap is evident. Despite this near-universal 
belief in AI’s power, a concerning 52% of firms have no plans to build AI-
powered products or services for the market, and 21% don’t even plan to use 
it internally. There is a clear gap between awareness and action. We know AI 
will change everything, but most are slow to integrate it strategically. The risk 
is that firms that don’t move from passive awareness to active integration 
will quickly fall behind. This report should drive immediate, concrete AI 
strategy development, ensuring our skilled marketers are driving the best 
technology.

Fixing the Construction Brand: A Call to Action
The final and, in my opinion, most critical survey finding relates to how 
our industry sees itself. In construction, we’re good at talking to each other 
about the problems, the skills shortages, the economic pressures and 
the increasing regulatory burden. This internal focus is reflected in the 
market’s view, as not a single respondent saw the construction sector as 
significantly better at marketing than other industries, and only one in ten 
felt comfortable saying we are even slightly better. This is staggering when 
regulatory reform has empowered marketing teams with a mandate to 
improve by requiring clearer communications of compliance standards, 
promoting safer and more sustainable materials, and differentiating 
companies based on their commitment to quality and adherence to 
important new codes, such as the CCPI. 

This collective lack of confidence, likely due to historically lower investment 
in budget and people, is our call to action. Marketing is the way we must 
fix our industry’s broken brand. We need to shift the narrative from being 
focused on problems to being defined by successes, innovation and 
rewarding careers. Marketers in the built environment are the ones who can 
lead this change, setting a new, positive tone for our industry.

This report is a clear direction to invest in our people and technology. This 
isn’t just about better marketing output; it’s about fundamentally changing 
the perception of the built environment. Let’s use these findings to push 
for a new era of investment, where our skilled marketers lead the narrative, 
adopt AI and finally give our industry the recognition it deserves.Kate Perrin

Marketing Director



Barriers to success - Understanding our current position
Our survey asked marketers everything from how marketing is perceived in their business to where they see the 
industry in five years. We wanted to uncover the biggest opportunities and challenges they face, and whether they feel 
empowered to influence industry perceptions.

Construction is still viewed as ageing, slow to change, and unattractive 
to young talent. Yet, as older workers retire and digital natives enter, we 
have a rare chance to reshape the industry’s image. With demand soon 
to outstrip supply, young workers can benefit. And those who harness 
new tech (whether that is in marketing themselves or in new product 
innovation) can massively profit and influence others to follow.

But to engage these skilled and entrepreneurial talents, marketing 
must first make this potential future feel real. That will require financial 
backing from C-suites for brand building and from government for 
education schemes. Marketing must be central to strategy for this to 
succeed. Are enough marketers currently feeling supported enough to 
achieve these goals? Do they have enough resource to build brand or 
are they stuck in the relentless chase for more leads?

In our survey we wanted to engage all points of the spectrum: 
businesses with huge turnover but little marketing spend, and small 
firms where marketers are absolutely vital to success.

We had 90 respondents to our survey. 85% of respondents were 
manager level or above (52% at Head of Department, Director, or 
Founder/CEO). Respondents spanned the built environment: product 
manufacturers (35%) formed the largest group, followed by consultants, 
contractors, subcontractors, architects, and developers (48%). The final 
18% fell into other categories. 66% were SMEs (<£50m turnover) with 
20% major sized businesses and the rest not revealing business size.

So—where are we as an industry, and how did we get here?



Is marketing seen as a cost or an investment at your business?Marketing is seen as a cost by a large number of businesses still

Only 55% of respondents feel like their marketing is seen as 
investment by their business. It seems that the old adage that 
marketing is the first thing to be cut when times are hard is still true 
for almost half of businesses.

Business leaders must understand that marketing spend has to 
go beyond lead generation and paid media spend. Building brand 
today pays tenfold in the future. Brand size is the number one 
factor in defining campaign success. You’re making your life easier 
tomorrow for every campaign when you build your brand today. 95% 
of your buyers and future workers aren’t in the market right now. You 
must be top of mind when they come calling, not just when you’re 
desperate to reel them in. 
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What has the biggest impact on winning work for your business? Networking is still the biggest work winner

When asked what has the biggest impact on winning new work 
for businesses, it was networking and relationships that came out 
on top.

Whilst relationship building of course plays a massive part 
in winning work and building successful allyship and brand 
ambassadors across the industry, it could be worrying that this 
is the most heavily selected topic. It suggests an industry where 
work is still won as repeat business and handshake deals. Again, 
this very much has its place, but it isn’t a strategy for expanding 
your client base widely or improving the image of construction 
as a “boys club” where you have to know the right people to get 
anywhere.
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Barriers to success - Understanding our current position

https://www.thinkbox.tv/research/thinkbox-research/the-drivers-of-profitability
https://www.thinkbox.tv/research/thinkbox-research/the-drivers-of-profitability


Barriers to success - Understanding our current position

Biggest blockers to success

Marketing teams are resource-poor, but this is often a choice. 

Limited resources, small budgets and feeling like the industry 
is stacked against you; these problems certainly aren’t industry-
specific to construction. However, based on our findings, it does 
seem like this problem is often a choice that could be rectified in 
construction.

Our analysis shows that there wasn’t a great correlation between 
turnover size and the size of marketing teams or budgets. For 
instance, we heard from businesses with £50m+ turnover with an 
11+ strong marketing team… and we heard from businesses of the 
same size with a single person marketing “team”. 

Leadership advocacy was the strongest predictor of investment, 
not pure financial capacity. The leaders who see marketing as 
a strategic investment consistently have larger teams, bigger 
budgets and higher brand spend.

Therefore, educating and influencing leadership to spend more 
on marketing in specific areas could be the biggest key to 
unlocking the future of this industry. 
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Short Termism – The Long and the Short

As many marketers will know, the seminal The Long and Short 
of It by Peter Field and Les Binet recommended (with great 
empirical evidence to back this approach) a 60/40 split in 
marketing budgets: 60% in long-term brand building and 40% 
going into short-term sales activation.

To put it simply: this isn’t happening in construction. A shocking 
31% reported less than 10% of their annual budget is being spent 
on brand. Only 11% of our sample reported spending 50%+. Even 
over a third of the respondents who feel that marketing is central 
to strategy at their company revealed that less than 30% of their 
budget is spent on brand. 

Over 70% of the firms whose leadership are neutral or sceptical 
towards marketing keep their brand budget spend below 20%. 
As we will see below, this lack of a long-term strategy is also borne 
out in how most businesses still win work.
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Barriers to success - Understanding our current position
If budget was no factor, what would you do first?People need more people

When given an increase in budget anywhere that they could want, 
a huge amount more respondents opted for increasing the size of 
their team above any other option.

The second most popular choice was more staff training. The signs 
here are obvious: Teams feel understaffed and are taking on more 
roles than their natural remit. 

This may not be a surprise, but it suggests a large group of teams 
struggling to keep their heads above water, as opposed to thriving. 
This perhaps explains why we saw the answers that we did to our 
next question.

Is construction better or worse than other industries at 
marketing?

Nobody thinks construction is doing a great job at marketing

Not a single respondent perceived construction as significantly 
better at marketing than other industries. Only 10% have the 
confidence to even say that we’re a little better.

Almost two-thirds think that we’re actively worse than other 
industries. 

How can we improve the perception of our industry when only 1 
in 10 of those who market our industry think that we’re actually 
better than other industries in our own category?

We need to give our marketers a reason to shout with pride about 
where they work. We need an industry that will share successes 
and talk more openly, rather than always undercutting and trying 
to win the cheapest work from one another.
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Causes for optimism – How do we harness the passion for 
better?

We also gave respondents free reign to share their hopes for the future, their concerns and where they realistically see 
the industry in five years time.

Generally speaking, people’s optimism revolved around success in 3 
key categories:

1.	 Social values and ESG
2.	 Education
3.	 Community building and changing the story of construction

If we want construction to attract wider talent, we need 
governmental help to deliver education schemes to young workers. 
But this will be useless without building a better image of the 
industry to drive apprenticeship signups and avoid high dropout 
rates.

We need to build an industry that people across cultures, gender, 
locations and classes all feel that they are accepted in and that they 
have the opportunity to build fulfilling, profitable careers in.

Unsurprisingly, AI also frequently appeared across responses. Given 
the wish for more staff across the industry, it would appear that many 
respondents feel there can be major gains to be had from harnessing 
AI to lighten their own workload in the areas that fall outside their 
comfort zone.

94% of respondents believe that AI will impact the industry in the 
next 5 years. However, around 20% have no plans to use AI in their 
own business. This fifth of the industry must be crystal clear in their 
strategy and objectives in refusing to use AI. If not, they risk being 
stuck in the past and left behind by competitors that become more 
efficient or more attractive to clients and investors.



Causes for optimism – How do we harness the passion for 
better?

However, a word of caution must be raised around using AI. We 
are still in the early stages of adoption, and poor use of AI won’t do 
anything to improve client experience, work winning or industry 
perceptions.

As with all marketing, before you jump into using AI, ask yourself 
if what you’re creating is worth putting into the world, or whether 
you’re just doing it because it feels like what you “should” be doing. 
It is imperative that we keep up to speed with new technologies. But 
we can’t allow business to get caught in the trap of thinking a quick 
prompt in ChatGPT will remove the need for a marketing team.

The good news for the industry is that if we follow these suggestions, 
our perception from outside can almost certainly only get better. 
And if we can entice the first crop of young, skilled workers into the 
industry, then the tide can truly be turned once they are making 
money in an engaging industry.

But to implement any of these changes, we need support from the 
top.



How central is marketing to corporate strategy?
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Leadership and Industry Culture 
Let’s finish by returning to individual businesses and their 
corporate strategy. We can’t achieve anything as a macro 
unit without micro changes in each business.

Almost half of our respondents see themselves as being very central 
to corporate strategy. Another third believe they are fairly central. 

So, basically 4 out of 5 respondents feel central to their business’ 
strategy. 

This is a good thing. These are the businesses that we need to push 
for more cooperation and better brand building from. 

Similarly to the group of businesses who have no plans to use AI, this 
other 20% will either soon see the need to catch up, or they’ll be left 
behind.



Leadership and Industry Culture 
When asked for the biggest challenge facing construction, one respondent put it as: “Trying to keep up with the waves of 
new technologies, understanding them and implementing them. Running to try and not be left behind”.

We’ve all felt this way at one time or another. But if we run together a 
bit more often, we’ll be more secure of our position in the field with our 
companion beside us. 

This report is a call for greater brand spend, less short term revenue 
chasing, less undercutting of one another and more sharing of 
successes. 

But working this way comes with a responsibility that we marketers 
must accept. 

As marketers we know the benefits of brand building and long-term 
strategic planning. But we can’t expect to just tell our leadership to go 
read Field and Binet and leave us alone. 

We have to prove why this is important, not just for societal purposes 
but for business ones too. So, if your unsupportive board won’t back 
you paying for market research or perception surveys, then start small. 
Implement Net Promoter Score, track your branded searches across 
time, dig through your customer data to find success stories and case 
studies to prove your point. Perhaps even suggest brand partnerships 
with other business leaders that your board are friendly with (if there 
are any). If they believe that networking is the best way to win work, 
then meet them halfway on it. 

Be brave enough to engage with colleagues at other businesses for 
ideas and support. If they aren’t direct competitors, you’ll probably be 
surprised at how willing they could be to help.

We want to build the case for more marketing investment in the built 
environment. If we’re going to succeed, we have to build it together.
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