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An ageing workforce is pushing the profession towards an acute skills 
shortage in the UK. Where will the new wave of surveyors come from? 
Katie Puckett reports 

16 RICS.ORG/MODUS

Surveying

MODUS_Feb15_P16-23_Future of Surveying_v5.indd   16 05/01/2015   15:24



 FEBRUARY 2015_MODUS 17

H
eading towards the third decade of the 21st century, 
the construction, property and land sectors face a 
critical challenge. It is not technical in nature, like 
BIM – important though that technology is. Nor 
does it relate to business, such as expanding into 

new and fast-growing markets such as China and India. This is a 
very human challenge: a looming retirement-led exodus out of 
the profession that has the potential to lead to a significant skills 
shortage in the near future. Based on the most recent RICS 
membership figures, almost a quarter of all chartered surveyors will 
be at UK retirement age in the next 10 years. 

Clearly, attracting a new generation to the surveying profession is 
of critical and immediate importance and, as such, this has been a 
primary focus for RICS over the past decade. But parallel to this, 
there is an equally important, long-term challenge: ensuring that, 
as society changes and becomes more diverse, so too does surveying.

One often discussed starting point in any discussion over diversity 
in the profession is gender balance. At present, women make up 16% 
of RICS membership globally. It is not the most overwhelming signal 
of progress, but a closer look at entrants into surveying shows where 
the profession is headed: nearly a quarter of those qualifying for 
RICS membership between 2008 and 2013 were women.

“The statistics are moving in the right direction and the pipeline 
has improved,” says Kim Worts, Director of UK External Affairs. 
“However, we do need to get a much wider variety of people coming 
through to get the full benefits of a properly diverse workforce.” 

To this end, Worts has been leading the Surveying the Future 
campaign, which has been running activities such as the Visible 
Women initiative to raise the profile of RICS’ female experts. She 
emphasises that it is not enough just to improve the statistics: “We 
want to make sure that the workplace people arrive at is culturally 
equipped to deal with them, not just putting in anti-discrimination » 
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While demographics present a challenge in 
mature markets, the picture is very different 
in emerging economies, particularly in Asia 
where the profession is growing fastest. 

Over the last 10 years, the rate of new 
entrants in the region has almost doubled, 
and from only 6% of RICS members in 
2004, it now accounts for more than 10%. 
The greatest concentrations are in Hong 
Kong and mainland China, but there are 
growing numbers of members, trainees 
and students in fast-developing markets 
such as Thailand, Indonesia and Vietnam. 

RICS itself has made considerable effort 
to communicate its values worldwide in 
recent years, but it seems to have a 
particular resonance here. So why are 
people in Asia flocking to become members? 

Craig Shute, senior managing director 
for CBRE in Hong Kong, Macau and Taiwan, 
believes that the qualification is a natural 
fit for a market where people have real 
estate in their blood. “Asia thrives on real 
estate, it’s ingrained in people’s psyches 
as an investment from very early on.” This 

is particularly the case in Hong Kong – 
the only place where property could be 
considered a liquid rather than illiquid 
asset – and in mainland China, where it 
is one of only a few possible investments. 

In established markets such as Hong 
Kong, there are many well-paid positions 
for property professionals within respected 
companies, from large surveying firms to 
the in-house teams of global corporates. 
There is also considerable money to be 
made in Asia’s fast-developing emerging 
markets – it is here that the networking 
opportunities RICS membership can provide 
are particularly valuable, he adds. 

The global financial crisis has driven more 
and more ambitious young people to look to 
property as a career: “Finance no longer has 
the same aura that perhaps it had, whereas 
people still see real estate as something 
they are proud to be part of. There’s also 
a shortage of good professionals in the 
industry, so young people that talk to their 
careers advisers soon find out that it’s a 
good industry to get into,” Shute says.

There is also an increasing number 
of established professionals seeking 
RICS membership – the internationally 
respected qualification is itself a draw. 
“People want to get accredited because 
they see that it benefits their career and 
helps them win work.” Shute is not himself 
chartered, but says he has been discussing 
membership with the local RICS team.

Dan Cook, RICS Director of Strategy and 
Planning, expects this trend to continue, 
raising the prospect in the years to come 
of a far more international profession with 
a centre of gravity considerably further to 
the east. “By 2025, Oxford Economics 
predicts that the amount of construction 
will increase by 70% globally, with the bulk 
of that in China and India. It’s already part 
of the landscape but without question 
there is going to be even more growth 
in these places in the next decade. 

“But it’s not just one for the future,” 
Cook adds. “Asia is already happening. 
We can’t just sit back and do things the 
way we always have done.” 

Membership numbers rising in the east
EYE ON ASIA

There is also an increasing number 
of established professionals seeking 
RICS membership – the internationally 
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practices, but being properly welcoming and supportive. The 
proof will be when we see diversity moving into the boardroom.” 

“The profession needs to attract the best and brightest, regardless 
of where they come from, because that’s the only way it can evolve,” 
agrees Sherin Aminossehe FRICS, head of UK government estate 
strategy and delivery within the Cabinet Office. “We need a 
workforce with diverse skills and cultural backgrounds, as opposed 
to a group who belong to the right club or know the right people.” 

What Aminossehe would not support is positive discrimination: 
“I don’t want to be part of a profession that applies quotas – I don’t 
think that does people from diverse backgrounds any good.” She 
compares the surveying profession with her experience in the civil 
service, where 53% of the workforce is female. While it does actively 
seek to attract applicants from a wide range of backgrounds, everyone 
goes through exactly the same assessment process. 

What the civil service does have is a valued reputation and a strong 
track record in offering exciting careers with a social purpose. 
Aminossehe does not see why surveying should not be the same. 
But to follow the civil service’s example, the profession needs to 
appeal to as many people as possible – which means they have to 
know it exists in the first place. 

“Surveying is almost a hidden career,” comments Pam Duke, 
diversity programme manager at JLL. “If you talk to most people, 
there is a perception that property is either about being an estate 
agent or working on a building site. People rarely get to hear about it 
unless they’ve got family or friends who are already in the profession.” 

The first opportunity is at 13-14, when school children decide on 
their GCSE subjects. Traditionally, companies have tried to attract 
new entrants by going into schools on career evenings. However, an 
alternative approach has been pioneered by Class of Your Own, 
which runs the Design Engineer Construct! programme within 
schools at both GCSE and A-level. The curriculum takes a project-
based approach, through which students can gain a qualification 
– and more importantly, an awareness of the many different career 
paths within the built environment. 

“All the careers talks in the world won’t get children into 
surveying,” says managing director Alison Watson, who trained as 
a land surveyor. “They have to get down and dirty with it. Instead 
of  standing there and saying ‘I’m a land surveyor and here’s how 
I got into it’, I take the technology into schools and let children get » 

MODUS_Feb15_P16-23_Future of Surveying_v5.indd   19 05/01/2015   15:25



 FEBRUARY 2015_MODUS 21

Surveying

hands on with it. A surveyor can make a subject like maths into the 
most exciting thing you can do by showing what you can do with it.” 

Another myth Watson is keen to debunk is that girls will only 
consider a career in surveying if they hear about it from a female 
surveyor: “I’ve never been a believer in the token female talking about 
how they came into the profession. We’ve had a range of people going 
into classrooms, men and women, and there’s no difference. It’s 
about what you do with the children, not who you are.”

Through Class of Your Own’s Adopt A School scheme, 
organisations including RICS sponsor a school for two years. Each 
year, they contribute £6,000 to pay for teacher training and 
equipment, and commit to a minimum of five days’ mentoring for 
staff and students. At the end of the two years, the financial 
commitment stops but the mentoring continues, and firms can 
move on to sponsor a new school. 

This legacy is the most important difference between Design 
Engineer Construct! and traditional careers talks, says Tony Burton 
FRICS, senior partner at Gardiner & Theobald, which sponsors 
Heathcote School in east London. “We’ve all done a lot of talks in 
schools but there’s nothing left behind afterwards. Here, the legacy 
is teachers trained to deliver the course with the equipment in 
schools to enable them to do so. The kids love it, and then the next 
year want to be involved in it.” Burton, who is also chairman of the 
Construction Industry Council, attended a careers evening for 
children and parents where the Design Engineer Construct! table 
was mobbed. He intends to seek funding from the government so 
that firms and institutions could financially sponsor one school but 
mentor two at the same time. 

Even if children do not go on to choose a surveying degree, there 
is another opportunity to bring them into the profession when they 
graduate, via the non-cognate route. 

At Gardiner & Theobald, this year’s graduate intake was split 
equally between cognates and non-cognates, with a significant 
increase in the number of women. “That’s mainly because of the 
non-cognate degree route,” says Burton. “It’s given us the opportunity 
to recruit people with different backgrounds and different talents. 
People with non-cognate degrees have different ways of approaching 
problems. We have people who’ve studied history, geography, social 
anthropology, mathematics, languages – all of which a modern 
business needs. If you take someone with a degree in Arabic studies 
with Arabic language skills, how much more useful is that person 
when they qualify as a surveyor?”

This also supports diversity in its widest sense, says James 
Grinnell, European head of HR at Sweett Group. “It’s quite simplistic 
to look at diversity as something you can spot in someone, whether 
that’s race, sex, religion or disability. What’s more important is a 
culture of inclusivity, where it is the norm to have people from 
different backgrounds who think differently and can share a wide 
range of experiences.” Monitoring the firm’s balance of women or 
ethnic minorities is a useful proxy for this kind of diversity, he says, 
but it does not give the whole picture. 

Recruiting graduates also shuts out a whole group who either 
cannot afford to go to university or who refuse to pay as much as 
£27,000 for a three-year degree. Many firms have introduced  
apprenticeship schemes that offer school leavers the chance to study 
towards RICS membership as they work, while independent charity » 
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the Chartered Surveyors Training Trust has been supporting young 
people aged 16-24 on their pathway to professional status since 1984.

This is a great untapped well of potential talent. Grinnell says that 
Sweett Group had 200 applicants for just 10 apprenticeship places 
in 2014. “They had made a concerted decision that the apprenticeship 
route was preferable to A-levels and university. They will still get 
their degree but will be fully supported so that they come out of it 
with no debt, and with five or six years’ experience in the industry.” 

Recruiting people is one thing, but firms also need to make sure 
that they keep the balance as people rise through the company. In 
particular, the construction industry has a poor record of retaining 
women after they have children and may need to work more flexibly 
for the first few years. The default model remains office-based, from 
Monday to Friday, nine to five, even as the industry globalises and 
technology liberates workers and data from any fixed place. 

Colin Wilson MRICS, head of DTZ UK & Ireland, believes that 
employers have to be more proactive about flexible working. “Rather 
than generally recruiting for full-time-equivalent positions in the 
office in London, the industry needs to look at employing people in 
a more flexible way, perhaps for three days a week, or three days in 
the office and the rest at home. I don’t think we do badly, but we 
could do better if we were leading rather than responding.” 

For Wilson, nurturing diversity is about creating an environment 
in which everyone feels comfortable. “People should feel they can 
express themselves. They shouldn’t come into work feeling like they 
can’t talk about what they did at the weekend. That’s also relevant 
to people with disabilities, and to issues that can affect someone 
psychologically but not manifest in a visual way.”

There is an increasing amount of guidance now available to firms, 
he notes. DTZ has recently joined the Changing the Face of Property 
initiative, which was established in 2012 and now includes 10 firms. 
Together, they undertake a range of activities in conjunction with 
organisations such as gay rights campaigner Stonewall and the 
Business Disability Forum. JLL’s Duke works for three days a week 
on behalf of the firms to promote careers and diversity in surveying. 
“We are doing a lot of things, but I don’t think we’re going to see 
change overnight,” she says. “We’re in this for the long term.” 

As the profession recruits more widely, this, in turn, will force 
a change in behaviour and attitudes, says Aminossehe: “The best 
way for it to change is to become more diverse – people will see that 
the prejudices they hold are not true. I think it will create a more 
exciting workplace and any attitudes that are less than savoury 
will have to change.” 

Fundamentally, the key to retaining good people from any 
background is to make sure their aspirations are fulfilled, argues 
Ailish Christian-West MRICS, head of shopping centres at Land 
Securities: “Intelligent, talented people don’t want to stand still. 
They will seek out places where they can thrive. Firms that offer 
really good learning and development opportunities will attract 
talent for that reason.” n

FOR MORE INFORMATION ON Design Engineer Construct! go to 
designengineerconstruct.com, on Twitter follow #SurveyingtheFuture. 
Many thanks to the more than 1,000 members who contributed their 
photographs for this feature. ENSURE YOUR PROFILE IS VISIBLE in the 
online RICS member directory. Find out how at rics.org/profilebuilder
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