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SUMMARY 

Each year, the Associated General Contractors of America partners with Autodesk to evaluate 
the state of the construction labor market. Our annual Workforce Survey is designed to measure 
the scope of construction workforce shortages, explore some of the possible causes for those 
shortages, and examine the impacts of those shortages on the industry and the broader economy. 
More recently, the annual survey has provided valuable insights into how the coronavirus 
pandemic is impacting the construction industry and the availability of workers to hire. 

Construction firms are experiencing pre-pandemic levels of worker shortages for a variety of 
post-pandemic reasons. Because of the pandemic, many construction firms are dealing with the 
impacts of delayed or canceled projects, suffering from construction materials shortages, 
delivery delays and lagging demand, particularly from the private sector. In other words, market 
conditions are nowhere near as robust as they were prior to the onset of the pandemic.  

At the same time, the pandemic and political responses to it are limiting the size of the 
workforce, leading to labor shortages that are as severe as they were in 2019, when demand for 
construction was more robust. Many are reluctant to enter the workforce because they are 
worried about the risk of the coronavirus. At the same time, many others have opted to take 
advantage of a range of pandemic-related unemployment supplements and have removed 
themselves from the workforce. 

Prior to the pandemic, contractors worried either about finding enough work to keep their 
workers busy or about finding enough workers to keep pace with busy demand. But now, largely 
because of the pandemic, many contractors worry about finding enough work even as they 
struggle to find enough workers.  

Many of the challenges affecting contractors are being driven by the pandemic and policy 
responses to it, instead of typical market conditions. Once the pandemic wanes and federal 
unemployment supplements expire, the volume of projects is likely to rebound, and the labor 
pool will expand.  

Construction materials shortages should abate as manufacturers and shippers are able to staff up 
and return to full capacity. Private sec



new investments in career and technical education programs will help encourage and prepare 
more people to pursue high-paying careers in construction.  

Public officials, notably at the federal level, must also avoid taking steps that will undermine 
construction demand or exacerbate workforce shortage. They must end tariffs on key 



Contractors are more eager than a year ago to hire workers. Nine out of 10 firms (90 
percent) 



Nearly two-thirds (64 percent) of firms have made changes in hiring, training or scheduling 
in the past 12 months. Almost one-third (31 percent) initiated or increased spending on training 
and professional development. Around one-quarter lowered hiring standards (e.g., education, 
training, employment, arrest record, drug use or testing policy) (26 percent), increased use of 
learning programs with strong online/video component (e.g., held classes using Zoom, Teams, 
etc.) (24 percent), or resorted to overtime (23 percent). One out of six firms (17 percent) used 
augmented/mixed/virtual reality training devices. 

Close to three-quarters (73 percent) of firms have increased base pay rates in the past 12 
months. Pay increases were more common than a year ago, when only 38 percent of respondents 
reporting raising base pay rates. About one-third (34 percent) of firms provided 
incentives/bonuses in the past 12 months, double the 17 percent of firms that did so in the 2020 
survey. Almost one-fifth (19 percent) of firms increased their portion of benefit contributions 
and/or improved employee benefits in the past 12 months. 

Firms have had mixed success in recalling furloughed employees. One out of four firms tried 
to recall furloughed employees. Forty percent of those firms report that all furloughed employees 
reported when recalled. The remaining firms cited a variety of objections to returning. Forty-four 
percent say some recalled employees cited a preference for unemployment benefits, while 25 
percent cited coronavirus concerns or family responsibilities, and 30 percent cited other reasons 
or the respondent didn’t know their reasons. 

While the pandemic has led to project delays and cancellations nationwide, contractor 
expectations of recovery do vary by region. Forty percent of respondents in the Northeast 
expect it will take more than six months for their firm’s volume of business to return to normal, 
compared to only 12 percent of respondents in the Midwest, 22 percent in the West, and 34 
percent in the South. 

There are also some differences by project type and revenue size. For instance, 100 percent 
of building contractors and 97 percent of firms that work on federal government projects report 
at least some projects were canceled, postponed, or scaled back, compared to 61 percent of utility 
infrastructure contractors and 56 percent of highway and transportation contractors. Two-thirds 
of the firms with revenues that exceeded $500 million increased their headcount in the past 12 
months, compared to just over half (53 percent) of midsized firms—those with revenues of $50.1 
million to $500 million—



Despite extremely challenging market conditions for the construction industry, workforce 
shortages are severe and having a significant impact on construction firms. These impacts, 
including longer construction schedules, are affecting the broader economy and have the 
potential to undermine the economic recovery.  

Construction firms, however, are taking a range of steps to address these workforce shortages. 
This includes raising pay, investing more in training, and taking a more active role in workforce 
development. Even as they work to address labor shortages, firms are also changing the way they 
operate – including by adopting new technologies – to be able to perform work more efficiently 
and mitigate the impacts of labor shortages.  

Public officials need to take steps as well to address the industry’s current challenges. This 
includes boosting demand for construction to offset current market uncertainties. The best way to 
do that is by enacting the bipartisan infrastructure bill that has already passed in the Senate. 
Meanwhile, Congress and the Biden administration must work together to increase investments 
in 

 

 



recruit more people into the industry. We are providing resources to members to help them 
establish or improve construction training programs. And our “Culture of Care” program is 
designed to help firms retain newly hired workers. 

At the same time, we are working to encourage federal officials to do their part. We are fully 


