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MAKING THE LONG TAIL WORK - REFLECTIONS ON 
THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE CONSTRUCTION 
INDUSTRY THE PAST 25 YEARS 

Christian Thuesen1, Jens Stissing Jensen2 and Stefan Christoffer Gottlieb3 
1 Management DTU, Bygning 424 rum 118, DK 2800 Lyngby 
2 Management DTU, Bygning 424 rum 117, DK 2800 Lyngby 
3 Danish Building Research Institute, Dr. Neergaards Vej 15, DK 2970 Hørsholm, Denmark 

The paper discusses the development and impact of construction research the past 25 
years. Theoretically, the paper builds on two fundamental insights: The Pareto 
principle (the 80-20 rule) and the Thomas theorem: "If men define situations as real, 
they are real in their consequences" (Thomas and Thomas 1928: 572) - a fundamental 
sociological principle. The Pareto principle is applied using the concept “The long 
tail” (Anderson 2006). Based on “the long tail” the three different production 
paradigms of mass production, mass customisation, and individual customisation are 
identified. The paper argues that construction in the 1950s and 1960s was driven by a 
“mass production” paradigm that from the beginning of the 1980s was replaced by an 
“individual customisation” paradigm in which construction became a matter of 
tailoring unique buildings to each customer. These two different paradigms have been 
driven by two more or less unarticulated myths. In the 1960s buildings were viewed 
as standardised while they from the 1980s onwards have been viewed as unique. 
Based on the Thomas theorem it is argued that these myths have had a substantial 
impact on the way we build. Consequently, today’s predominant view of buildings – 
as unique – implies that: 1) the nature of the construction processes is chaotic, 2) the 
buildings are realised through onsite project work rather than through offsite 
production; and 3) project management is the fundamental management principle. 
The paper further identifies how attempts to develop new construction practices like 
partnering and lean implicitly reproduce this myth. The result is that construction 
research the past 25 years has been constructing the long tail in a way that hinders 
radical development of the construction industry. The paper concludes that if we 
allow ourselves to view buildings as both unique but also as standardised we can 
create a new platform for developing the construction industry – a Mass 
Customisation paradigm.  

Keywords: customisation, industrialisation, long tail.  

INTRODUCTION 
The ambition of this paper is to reflect upon the development of the construction 
industry the past 25 years and try to outline a new agenda for research in construction. 
Acknowledging this is a very ambitious goal, the paper will of cause be a target for 
substantial critique. We hope the critique can give input to the further development of 
the paper and the thoughts behind. As our intention with the paper is to open a debate 
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which they were built. Consequently, construction became a matter of tailoring unique 
buildings to each customer and location. Figure 2 illustrates this paradigm shift. 

Still today we are predominately and tacitly following this “individual customisation” 
paradigm as every project starts from scratch trying to satisfy the customer’s 
individual needs. The result is that the long tail in the construction industry is 
extraordinary long. 

THE DRIVING MYTHS OF CONSTRUCTION 
"If men define situations as real, they are real in their consequences" (Thomas and 
Thomas 1928: 572). 

The two paradigms treated above, mass production and individual customisation, have 
co-evolved with two more or less unarticulated myths which are discussed further 
below. First, we will however briefly explain the notion of myths, as it is used in this 
paper.  

The concept of myths 
We adopt a Laclaudian reading of the concept. According to Laclau a myth can be 
seen as: “…a space of representation which bears no relation of continuity with the 
dominant 'structural objectivity'. Myth is thus a principle of reading of a given 
situation, whose terms are external to what is representable in the objective spatiality 
constituted by the given structure.” (Laclau 1990: 61).  

Departing from this definition a myth can be seen as a discourse which has been 
institutionalised to such an extent that its contingency is forgotten – i.e. as a discourse 
which was become objective. Objectivity in this sense should be seen as an extension 
of the political as a concept referring to the continuous constitution of the social in 
specific ways, which excludes other alternatives; the political takes precedence in the 
construction of social configurations. Objectivity can thus be seen as a historical result 
of political processes and struggles; as sedimented discourse, being the 
institutionalisation of certain rationalities and power in such a way that other 
alternatives are forgotten (Laclay 1990).  

On the other hand, we have the concept of reactivation of the political, which takes 
place as new antagonisms dislocate existing structures and reveal the objective world 
as fundamentally contingent and constituted on basis of previous political struggles. 
Pedersen (1993) argues that antagonisms are the very basis for talking about political 
processes: “The political struggle consists of overcoming or eliminating these 
antagonisms hereby weaving together the ruptured social (dis)order in a new stable 
order” (Pedersen 1993: 42, own translation). 

According to Laclau, this happens as various political groups advocate a specific 
critical version of a situation based on their own interests and perspectives. This 
process of weaving together the ruptured social order through the constitution of a 
new discourse (that is forming a new objectivity by means of rearticulation) is referred 
to by Laclau as proposing a myth. In this light, a myth can also be understood as a 
hegemonic intervention, a ‘dissolver’ of antagonisms, and “…a critique of the lack of 
structuration accompanying the dominant order” (Laclau 1990: 62, in Pedersen, 1993: 
42). Thus, myths are on the one hand a misconception of the nature of reality and on 
the other hand a necessary horizon for our actions.  
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The only example in Denmark is the work of Center for Industrial Architecture 
(Cinark) which looks upon this field from an architectural perspective. 

Existing research within this field (including Cinark and Manubuild1) share the belief, 
that the road ahead for the development of construction is increased off site 
production. This however seems like a too rigid conclusion as NCCs German platform 
for housing has showed that substantial results can be achieved by on site production. 

There is an urgent need for supporting the development with research. There is 
however no reason for reinventing the wheel. There is a large potential for exploring 
the existing body of knowledge (e.g. Hvam, Mortensen and Riis (2008); Cooper and 
Slagmulder (1999)) regarding traditional development, planning and realisation of 
products and the possibilities for application in the construction industry. This 
includes tools and practices like:  

� Modularisation 
� Configuration 
� Platform thinking 
� Purchasing activities, volume concentration and internationalisation. 
� Postponement strategies 
� Target costing and value engineering 

In developing a new field of research it is important to be aware what kind of reality 
we are constructing by our research. As mentioned, construction is not driven by its 
own nature – although it sometimes could appear so. As practitioners and researchers 
we are constructing this nature ourselves while we are at the same time also 
constructed by it. Accepting this introduces a dilemma in terms of the validity of the 
research. A way forward is to legitimate research within construction in two ways – a 
constructive and deconstructive way. Within the constructive area focus should not be 
on “finding the truth”, but in what kind of “truth” we are creating with the research. 
Research within this area should be driven by the impact of the research. 

But this paradigm can’t live without a deconstructive paradigm continuously operating 
to deconstruct the developed solutions and the nature/culture of construction. It is 
within the dialog between these two paradigms – a fruitful research agenda for 
construction can be developed. 

CONCLUSION 
This paper has introduced the concept of the long tail as a framework for 
understanding the development of the building industry. It is argued that most of the 
construction industry today is driven by the myth of uniqueness of building. This myth 
is inherently disabling the possibilities for fundamentally changing the construction 
industry into an effective and systematically innovative industry. The paper argues 
further that if we allow ourselves to look at buildings as both unique but also similar 
we can create a new platform for developing the construction industry – a platform 
within the Mass Customisation paradigm. The industry is already developing and 
implementing strategies inspired by this approach, but research to backup and 
question this development is missing.  

                                                           
1 An industry-led collaborative research project on industrialised construction, part-funded by the EU 
(www.manubuild.org). 
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