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A
perfect storm has conspired
to create the workforce cir-
c u m s t a n c e s  f a c i n g  t h e  U . S .
construction industry today.
B y  l a s t  y e a r ’ s  f i n a l  m o n t h ,

contractors collectively reported the exis-
tence of 382,000 unfilled job openings in
the United States on a seasonally adjusted
basis.1 Just a year earlier, the figure stood
below 150,000.2

During the worst of the economic down-
turn,  the number of  unfil led construction
jobs stood at a minuscule 25,000 nationally.3
In other words, since April 2009, the number
of available,  unfilled construction jobs has
increased by more than 1,400 percent.

At the root of the labor market’s inability
to  provide  suff ic ient  numbers  of  ski l led
workers has been sheer demographics.  For
example, the baby boomers grew up during
a period of  rapid economic growth.  The

economic dominance of  the United States
w a s  l a r g e l y  u n r i v a l e d  d u r i n g  t h e  t h r e e
decades following the second World War,
a war that destroyed the capacity of  other
i n d u s t r i a l i z e d  n a t i o n s  t o  p r o d u c e .  T h i s
growth was associated with new jobs being
created in  manufacturing,  construction,
logistics,  and other segments using skil led
workers.  Many of  these jobs paid well  but
did not require any college education.  The
t h e n  s u r g i n g  m i d d l e  c l a s s  i n  t h e  U n i t e d
S t a t e s  w a s  l a r g e l y  b u i l t  a r o u n d  t h e s e
industries.  Now, the generation that grew
up during that period is heading into retire-
ment,  resulting in a loss of enormous pools
of talent,  commitment,  and experience.

I n  c o n t r a s t  t o  t h e  b a b y  b o o m e r s ,  t h e
incoming workforce grew up during a period
of more sporadic growth — one that  has
emphasized the need for significant edu-
cational credentials in order to pursue mid-
dle-class status or better.  With U.S.  manu-
facturing employment sinking during recent
decades and given the sharp downturn in
construct ion employment  that  occurred
roughly a decade ago, many younger workers
have eschewed occupations related to goods-
producing industr ies  in  favor  of  service
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OF THE MORE
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ONE MILLION
ARE FEMALE.

jobs in hospitality, health care, professional
services,  and finance.

There may be cultural  aspects  to this  as
well ,  including a search for greater work–
l i f e  b a l a n c e  a m o n g  y o u n g e r  w o r k e r s ,  a
demonstrated aversion to working outside
of an office setting,  and a lack of awareness
among educators regarding opportunities
a v a i l a b l e  i n  c o n s t r u c t i o n . 4 D u e  t o  t h e
elevated focus on test-taking in grade school,
curricula have generally removed experien-
tial learning in shop classes and similar set-
tings, resulting in excessively low exposure
to the skil led trades.

Evidence of  worsening human capital
shortfalls is apparent everywhere. The Asso-
c i a t e d  G e n e r a l  C o n t r a c t o r s  ( A G C )  o f
America  recently  released i ts  2019 Con-
struction Outlook Survey.  Roughly 30 per-
cent of survey respondents listed the worker
shortage as their top concern, topping other
prominent concerns such as tariffs on steel
and aluminum and a potential  full-blown
trade war with China. Despite tariffs and
sharp increases  in  the  price  of  s tee l  and
s e v e r a l  o t h e r  c o n s t r u c t i o n  m a t e r i a l s  i n
recent quarters,  more than seven times as
many respondents indicated that workforce
issues trumped rising materials  prices as
their leading concern.5

Remarkably,  despite these staffing chal-
lenges,  the construction industry soldiers
f o r w a r d .  C o n s t r u c t i o n  p u t - i n - p l a c e  h a s
generally been on the rise in recent months,
including in  public  segments  l ike  trans-
portation, water systems, and public safety.6
AGC’s survey notes that 79 percent of re-
spondents intend to expand their workforce
in the coming year.7 This is  an indication
o f  n o t  o n l y  t h e  s t r o n g  d e m a n d  f o r  c o n -
struction services, but the notion that firms
continue to find ways to secure new workers.
The continued ability of firms to find new
workers is  evidenced by the nearly 340,000
n e t  n e w  c o n s t r u c t i o n  j o b s  a d d e d  i n  t h e
United States  between January 2018 and
January 2019.8

T h e  q u e s t i o n  i s  w h e t h e r  t h e s e  n e w
workers are as  productive as  the ones who
have left  the  industry.  Construction has
been notorious  in  recent  decades  for  i ts
lack of productivity growth, often measured
as output per worker per hour.  Time will
tel l  whether these new workers are up to
the challenge.  Many metrics are available,

including those  related not  only  to  pro-
ductivity,  but worker safety.

The solution
The solution is  women. It  is  sti l l  the case
that a vast majority of construction workers
are men. The number of female construction
workers is  scant.  In fact,  of  the more than
ten million construction workers in America,
fewer than one million are female. Circum-
stances  are  even more unbalanced when
one considers the number of women working
o n  p r o j e c t s  a s  l a b o r e r s ,  w h e r e  a b o u t  1
percent of  workers are women.9

With its declining and rapidly aging pop-
ulation,  Japan f inds i tsel f  in  s imilar  cir-
cumstances.  In response,  Prime Minister
Shinzo Abe instituted a program, dubbed
“Womenomics,”  that  aimed to bring more
women into the workforce.10 The result has
been an increase of  women in the nation’s
construction industry, as well as an accom-
panying boom in spending on new tech-
nology and equipment that has reduced the
importance of  physical  strength alone.11

Similar efforts  have begun to emerge in
t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s .  F o r  e x a m p l e ,
Nontraditional  Employment for  Women
(NEW) is  a  “sector-based workforce  de-
velopment program that prepares women
for careers in the construction, transporta-
t i o n ,  e n e r g y ,  a n d  f a c i l i t i e s  m a i n t e n a n c e
industries.”12 The New York–based orga-
nization offers a two-month apprenticeship
program to women who want to enter the
construction industry, with many graduates
going on to pursue additional apprenticeship
training.13

In Delaware,  the state government has
set  up a similarly situated program to help
usher more women into construction and
other industries in which women have been
traditionally underrepresented. As indicated
b y  t h e  D e l a w a r e  B u s i n e s s  T i m e s ,  t h e
Delaware Department of  Labor developed
a Registered Pre-Apprenticeship Program
to prepare people for the demands of  sub-
s e q u e n t  a p p r e n t i c e s h i p s . 14 P r o a c t i v e
p r o g r a m s  a n d  s o l u t i o n s ,  s u c h  a s  t h o s e
created by the Delaware government and
NEW, may make it  possible to combat the
demographics of age with the demographics
of gender.  n
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