LARA BLACKERT | THE DISCIPLINE OF BETTER

Why Construction Firms Need a
Stronger Operating Model to Scale

Delivering larger, more complex projects puts new demands on the business behind the
build. Construction firms that scale successfully recognize when their ways of operating
need to evolve.

By Lara Blackert

Construction is being asked to deliver more complex work under tighter constraints.
Infrastructure, advanced manufacturing, energy, and data-center projects require coordination
across larger ecosystems, more specialized capability, and less tolerance for delay. Meanwhile,
skilled-labor constraints, compressed schedules, supply volatility, and rising expectations for
safety, quality, and predictability remain constant.

The industry often describes the central challenge as a shortage of people, skilled trades,
experienced leaders, and time. Those constraints are real, but they do not fully explain why some
firms scale more successfully than others.

The differentiator is increasingly the operating model: whether the organization can make
decisions at the speed the work requires, deploy talent where it creates the greatest value,
coordinate across boundaries, scale leadership, and convert experience into a system the
enterprise can use.

Demand does not create readiness

A strong market creates revenue opportunity. It does not automatically create the enterprise
discipline required to capture that opportunity well.

Growth places pressure on every part of the enterprise. Decisions that once moved through a
small group of experienced leaders begin to queue. Workforce needs are addressed project by
project rather than across the portfolio. Local solutions multiply. Information becomes
inconsistent. The people who understand how the organization really works become the
connective tissue holding it together.

For a time, this can look like success. Projects are delivered. Customers are served. Teams
compensate for gaps. Exceptional leaders step in wherever the system falls short.

But growth built on compensation is fragile. As volume and complexity increase, the organization
requires more heroics simply to produce the same level of performance.

Demand reveals opportunity. It also tests whether the organization is prepared to scale.
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The strengths that built the industry can become
constraints

Construction has always depended on judgement, relationships, practical knowledge, and the
ability to solve problems under pressure. Those strengths should not be designed out of the
industry. They are part of what makes the work possible.

The risk appears when they become substitutes for organizational clarity.

A trusted relationship cannot permanently replace a defined decision process. Institutional
knowledge cannot remain the only source of operating intelligence. Local autonomy cannot mean
every team recreates the same solution. Experienced leaders cannot be expected to personally
resolve every issue that crosses a functional, geographic, or project boundary.

As firms scale, what was once an advantage can become a dependency. The organization does
not simply need more experienced people. It needs to make more of their experience
transferable.

An enterprise cannot scale what only a few people know how to make work.

What appears to be a labor shortage may also be a planning
problem

| have seen this distinction firsthand inside construction.

When labor pressure rises, the immediate responses are familiar: recruit more aggressively,
increase overtime, add external labor, or move people from one urgent need to another. Each
response may be necessary, but none determines whether the organization is using its existing
workforce as effectively as it could.

In one enterprise, what initially appeared to be a workforce shortage became a broader planning
question. The organization needed a clearer view of demand, available skills, deployment,
mobility, and the constraints affecting how work could move. Once those signals were considered
together, leaders could make different choices.

Better visibility improved planning, reduced reliance on overtime and external labor, and created
more opportunity to move talent internally. The answer was a stronger system for seeing demand
and deploying people, not simply more hiring.

This is an important distinction for an industry in which labor is both scarce and highly
consequential. When workforce planning remains disconnected from operational planning,
organizations experience shortages later and with fewer options. When the two are integrated,
leaders can anticipate demand, develop capability, and make tradeoffs before urgency becomes
the operating model.
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Technology will inherit the organization it enters

Construction is investing in automation, modularization, prefabrication, digital tools, and
Al-enabled coordination. These capabilities can reduce friction, improve visibility, and change
how work is designed and delivered.

They can also digitize existing ambiguity.

A new platform cannot resolve unclear ownership. Better data does not improve decisions when
no one knows who has the authority to make them. Automation cannot repair a workflow that was
never designed across functions. Al cannot create enterprise coordination where incentives,
processes, and leadership remain fragmented.

The value of technology depends on the architecture surrounding it: the decisions it informs, the
work it changes, the people accountable for using it, and the operating discipline that allows
adoption to hold.

Technology is not separate from organizational design. It raises the standard for it.

From a great builder to a scalable enterprise

The firms best positioned for the next era of construction will preserve the execution strength of
the industry while building the enterprise systems required to extend it.

Make decision rights visible

As organizations grow, informal authority becomes more costly. Leaders need clarity about which
decisions belong at the project, regional, functional, and enterprise levels. The objective is not
centralization. It is placing decisions where the best information and accountability can meet.

Connect workforce planning to the operating plan

Workforce planning should not begin after work is awarded or a project is already under strain.
Demand, capability, succession, mobility, productivity, and external-labor needs should be
evaluated as part of the same operating conversation.

Standardize what should be repeatable

Standardization does not diminish field judgement. It protects that judgement from being
consumed by avoidable variation. Repeatable processes, common data, and disciplined handoffs
allow experienced people to focus on the decisions that genuinely require expertise.

Build leadership beyond the project

Project execution remains essential, but enterprise scale requires leaders who can work across
portfolios, functions, and time horizons. The next generation of construction leadership must be
able to deliver today’s work while building the capability required for tomorrow’s.
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Design technology around the work

The starting question should not be which tool to implement. It should be which constraint the
organization needs to remove, which work must change, and what leaders will do differently once
better information becomes available.

Scale is also a human issue

The industry’s growth challenge cannot be solved by asking people to absorb more indefinitely.

When ordinary execution depends on excessive hours, constant escalation, and a small number
of people carrying organizational gaps, the cost eventually appears in safety, quality, retention,
development, and trust. The enterprise may continue to deliver, but it weakens the workforce and
leadership strength it will need next.

A more resilient construction organization does not lower expectations. It creates clearer
conditions for meeting them. People know what they own. Information moves sooner. Leaders can
surface risk without being treated as the source of it. Capability is developed before it becomes
urgent. Technology supports judgement rather than simply adding another layer of work.

The strongest construction organizations will understand that operational discipline and humanity
strengthen one another.

The next advantage is organizational

Capital, equipment, technology, and talent all expand what a firm can take on. None, on its own,
creates an organization capable of using those resources well.

A scalable operating model is built through faster and more credible decisions, clearer ownership,
integrated workforce planning, leadership depth, disciplined execution, and systems that make
performance less dependent on people compensating for organizational gaps.

Construction will continue to be defined by what it builds. Its next era will also be defined by the
organization it becomes capable of building behind the work.
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