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Resource constraints in the US construction industry 
 
Phil Kirby, director in Currie & Brown’s Los Angeles office, discusses the constraint on resources 
within the construction industry in the US. 
 
When construction prospers, many of the world’s economies flourish too. This isn’t coincidental: 
the sector is hugely important, accounting for more than 10 per cent of global gross domestic 
product (GDP). 
 
An expansive programme of building is generally regarded as a positive development, as it 
creates new infrastructure, strengthens communities, leads to better living and working 
conditions, brings investment and creates jobs. 
 
The construction sector can, however, be vulnerable to resource constraints, particularly when it 
comes to the provision of labour. This can be highly cyclical, with people being laid off during 
downturns in the construction cycle, as happened in the financial crash of 2008, only for them to 
be needed again when economic conditions improve. 
 
In the United States, as well as in other parts of the world, the sector has been trending upwards 
for eight years, leading to a shortage of workers. The current construction workforce is ageing, 
and those in employment are not being replaced when they retire by younger people. This is 
leading directly to higher project costs, longer completion schedules, safety concerns and lower 
build quality. In the short term at least, things are unlikely to get any better. 
 
One of the main issues is in the way manual labour in the US is perceived.  
 
Changes in education 
 
Part of the problem is the educational culture. There is currently almost an expectation from 
parents and society generally that teenagers leaving school will go on to college or university 
rather than learn a trade. This intensified during the technological age of the late 1990s and the 
early 2000s, when it was far more attractive and lucrative to enter the technology industry than 
construction. The loss of workers entering the industry during that time, combined with the loss 
resulting from the financial crisis, has led to a serious shortage of skilled workers today. 
 
Unlike countries such as the United Kingdom, there is no four or five-year apprenticeship 
programme in the USA. Trainees undergo much shorter learning pathways, and when they do 
take a manual construction job, it may not be particularly well regarded or well paid. This makes 
such work unattractive, and retirees are consequently difficult to replace. 
 
A high proportion of the construction workforce also have to confront other disincentives, such as 
having to travel and work away from home, which is particularly unattractive as workers age and 
approach retirement. Of course, some people in the industry do manage to work locally all their 
lives, but others may find themselves having to live in cheap and undesirable accommodation in 
another part of the country for the duration of a project. 
 
This is particularly true of those people working in niche construction sectors such as refining or 
manufacturing, where they may be on the road the majority of the time. The appeal of this lifestyle 
diminishes with age, especially if they are leaving a comfortable environment at home. 
Construction work can also involve heavy manual labour in challenging weather conditions across 
the country. 
 
Technological advances 
 
No-one relishes backbreaking work on an outdoor site in a harsh and snow-blown Minnesota 
winter, where work may even be forced to stop because of the conditions or, at the other 
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extreme, in the brutal heat of an Arizona summer, or the draining humidity of summertime in 
Florida. This is much less attractive compared to, say, a technology job working in a climate-
controlled office.  
 
These types of conditions make attracting resource in the construction industry difficult, which can 
have a significant impact on some contracts, especially in locations with a high construction 
demand. This often results in an uncompetitive situation if limited companies are available to bid 
work, and in certain circumstances it can delay work until there are available contractors with 
capacity, or prevent a project from even moving forward 
 
Resource constraints can also lead to a drop in the quality and safety of work which can have an 
even greater negative impact. 
 
The scale of the problem of labour recruitment is illustrated by the fact that in early summer 2019 
there were a record-breaking 430,000 vacancies in construction across the US. That figure has 
fallen since, but the difficulties persist and, as the average age of a construction worker is 43, 
things will not change quickly. 
 
Other challenges exist in that some 30 per cent of those in construction are recruited from 
overseas, which can exacerbate efficiency and safety issues with associated language barriers.  
There is, however, some encouraging progress in the industry too. The adoption of more 
technology has brought a new level of interest and investment with advancements in 
modularisation, wireless infrastructure and some innovative construction methods such as ‘top-
down’ construction. We are also seeing that, with technology becoming a more significant part of 
construction, the industry can attract a deeper and wider pool of resources.  
 
Future incentives 
 
There are also initiatives in place to encourage interest in the sector. For instance, the Western 
Council of Construction Consumers runs outreach programmes to promote career opportunities 
and training, and trade unions are involved in similar work. 
 
A national non-profit venture, Helmets to Hard Hats, managed by the Employer Support of the 
Guard and Reserve (ESGR), markets the industry to members of the military transitioning back to 
civilian life and connects them to willing construction-related employers. The National Center for 
Construction Education and Research (NCCER) is another non-profit foundation offering 
standardised training for the industry. 
 
Another factor that is having a positive influence on new construction recruits is the increasing 
and significant expense of a college education. With the cost of obtaining a four-year degree now 
potentially exceeding $350,000, students are exploring less expensive options such as project 
management positions, crafts or trades. It has been customary in the construction industry that 
entry-level labouring positions can, over time, work themselves into semi-skilled roles that, with 
some basic part-time college study, lead to a trade accreditation. With even more experience, 
augmented by distance learning, tradespeople can develop their careers to become cost 
managers, schedulers or construction/project managers.    
 
All of this will, however, be a gradual and slow process in filling the current void, and in the 
meantime project costs will likely be driven higher, labour availability will still be restricted, and 
project timescales will consequently lengthen. 
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Pandemic changes 
 
A snapshot of construction spend over the 12 months to April 2020 shows some clear winners 
and losers.  
 

Value of construction 
put in place 

millions   

Apr-20 Apr-19 
% 
change 

Offices $78,762  $78,906  -0.18% 

Manufacturing $74,388  $72,884  2.06% 

Communication $23,370  $23,453  -0.35% 

Multifamily $53,620  $62,850  -14.69% 

Healthcare $45,561  $44,491  2.40% 

Higher education $93,506  $99,026  -5.57% 

Public safety $13,455  $9,944  35.31% 

Lodging $29,999  $34,169  -12.20% 

 
Source: Census Bureau 

 
Although we are still in the early stages of the US pandemic experience, it seems likely that 
declines in spending in multifamily, lodging and higher education will continue to follow the above 
trends, with public safety, and infrastructure generally, becoming the new growth areas. Spend on 
offices would naturally be assumed to be one of the biggest losers, affected by government 
closures and a general reluctance to work in open-plan workspaces. It is still unclear, however, 
whether large employers will revert to lower densities, with more individual offices to house the 
functions that do not succeed well remotely, thus maintaining the previous demand for square 
footage.   
 
Construction geographically has generally followed, on differing schedules, a similar trend of 
shutting down, reopening with restrictions, then shutting down again to deal with infections. This 
is likely to continue for the mid term, even long term, as the government, owners and constructors 
struggle with the ever-changing effects of the pandemic. 
 
Unemployment: St. Louis Federal Reserve 

▪ 1 February 2020: 5.5% 
▪ 1 April 2020: 16.6% 
▪ Current: 12.7% 
▪ Increase to peak: 11.10% 
▪ Employment showed encouraging signs in May that jobs are being added back, with 

optimism that ‘furloughed’ employees will retain their jobs 
▪ The construction industry lost 975,000 jobs in April alone (jumping to 16.6% overall), 

the largest single-month increase on record 
 
The graph below compares the current situation with the recession of 2008 – a quick spike in 
unemployment rate due to economic shock, and a quick recovery to finish stalled projects. 
Although with differing approaches by states to reopening and the effects of stimulus across the 
country it is impossible to say how quickly unemployment in the construction industry will return to 
pre-Covid-19 levels because the approaches to reopening and the effects of stimulus vary from 
state to state.  
 



 
Features  

 
 
One thing is for certain, many positions will never be refilled by prior workers. Temporary 
increases in unemployment benefits will be enough to deter many older workers from ever picking 
up tools again, and others will opt for early retirement or part-time work in other sectors. 

 
We can draw some conclusions from analysing the data received to date regarding demand in 
the short term and long term and, therefore, the effect on resources. In the short term we are 
already seeing signs of recovery in several sectors, as seen in construction spending. We are 
likely to see a market transition to different sectors such as high-tech, manufacturing and 
infrastructure as construction in the commercial and multifamily sectors show signs of slowing 
down after being a hot market in recent years.  

 
The proposed government infrastructure stimulus will undoubtedly affect construction spend, thus 
impacting employment and demand for resources. To what extent and over how long remains to 
be seen, particularly with the elections in November.   
 
What is certain is that there was, and still is, a shortage of skilled workers that began well before 
the coronavirus came to America. While there remains a limited supply of skilled trades and 
professionals eager to return from unemployment given the opportunity, it will not be enough to 
meet construction needs long term. An infrastructure bill and a desire to repurpose existing 
buildings to deal more acceptably with a post-Covid-19 environment will undoubtedly put more 
stress on the limited labour resources and exacerbate an already fragile balance.   
 
Construction will always be needed across a wide range of sectors on a global basis and will form 
an integral part of a country’s economy and progress, so if we really want to change the needle in 
attracting people to the construction industry, we will need a concerted and co-ordinated effort, 
with national campaigns involving education institutions as well as industry support.  
Hopefully, consideration for such efforts will be a part of any future government stimulus 
spending.    
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