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Executive Summary 
 

The United States is currently facing a tight labor market, and the construction industry has not been immune 
to its effects. Contractors have turned down work and suffered project delays due to workforce supply issues, 
which may stem from workers’ desire for high-quality jobs. At the same time, demand for construction 
workers is expected to rise as federal funds from the $1.2 trillion bipartisan Infrastructure Investment and 
Jobs Act are used to rebuild America over the next eight years. 
 

An analysis of four years of survey data from the Associated General Contractors of America (AGC)—which 
includes responses from 1,768 union contractors and 3,893 nonunion contractors—reveals that the roots of 
the construction labor shortage were planted long ago. 
 

According to actual surveys of construction contractors, the skilled labor shortage is much less severe in 
the union segment of the industry. 

• Union contractors are 21 percent less likely to experience delays in project completion times due to 
shortages of workers compared to nonunion contractors. 

• Union contractors are 14 percent less likely to experience difficulty in filling craft worker positions. 

• Union contractors have been 8 percent more likely to add workers over the past year, indicating a 
stronger ability to staff up and recruit new workers even in a tight labor market. 

• Meanwhile, supply-chain issues have affected the entire industry, with materials shortages and 
delivery delays affecting both union and nonunion contractors at statistically equal rates. 

 

Pre-pandemic survey results provide clues on the labor market competitiveness of union and nonunion 
contractors. 

• Nonunion firms’ greater difficulty in filling craft worker positions has been a persistent problem that 
preceded the COVID-19 pandemic. 

• Nonunion contractors were 27 percent more likely to report that their local pipeline for supplying 
well-trained craft workers was “poor” compared to their union peers. 

• Union contractors were 13 percent less likely to be losing their workers to other industries. 

• Union contractors were more diverse—as examples, they were 10 percent more likely to employ 
Black and African American workers and 8 percent more likely to employ military veterans. 

 

Research has shown that, because they invest in job quality and apprenticeship programs, union 
contractors are better able to attract, develop, and retain skilled construction workers. 

• On average, union construction workers earn 46 percent higher incomes, are 6 percent less likely to 
live in poverty, are 34 percent more likely to have private health insurance coverage, and are 6 
percent less likely to rely on Medicaid. 

• Union contractors jointly operate registered apprenticeship training programs that require 30 
percent more hours of training than bachelor’s degrees, have higher completion rates, and deliver 
competitive earnings on par with other types of workers with college degrees. 

• On average, union worksites have 34 percent fewer health and safety violations and fewer on-the-
job fatalities when compared to their nonunion peers. 

 

To better compete in the labor market, construction firms in need of craft workers could become union 
contractors to access readily-available pools of skilled workers in search of high-quality jobs. This would 
ensure robust expansion of registered apprenticeship programs, apprenticeship readiness programs, and 
pre-apprenticeship programs. Lawmakers and policymakers could consider enacting and strengthening 
prevailing wage laws, project labor agreements, responsible bidder ordinances, and affordable childcare and 
paid sick leave policies that institutionalize competitive labor market practices in the construction industry.  
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Introduction 

The United States is currently facing a significant labor shortage. While employers’ demand for workers 
has returned to pre-pandemic levels, the number of people in the labor force has not yet fully recovered 
(Fowers & Van Dam, 2021). The drop in workers has been driven by an array of factors, including the 2.4 
million excess worker retirements due to COVID-19, the 460,000 families still without child care who have 
been forced to reduce their hours, a 1.4 million drop in foreign-born immigration to the United States in 
2020 and 2021 compared with 2018 and 2019, the 1.1 million workers suffering from long-term COVID-
19 symptoms, and the 1 million COVID-19-related deaths–of whom more than 250,000 were between the 
working ages of 18 and 64 years old (Faria e Castro, 2021; Furst, 2022; Dickson et al., 2021; Schacter et 
al., 2021; Bach, 2022; CDC, 2022). 
 
Labor market competitiveness has become the number one issue for businesses. In 2021, more than 47 
million workers quit their jobs, often seeking higher-quality jobs with better pay, improved work 
environments, safer workspaces, and enhanced work-life balance (Liu, 2022). The highest quit rates have 
been in industries with the lowest pay and benefits (Schweitzer & Khattar, 2021). In March 2022, workers 
who switched jobs experienced median wage gains of 5 percent over the year while median wage growth 
was 4 percent for workers who stayed in the same job—both at their highest levels in over a decade 
(Atlanta Fed, 2022). However, consumer prices have risen even faster, at around 8 percent, effectively 
offsetting these gains (Iacurci, 2022). 
 
The construction industry has not been immune to these problems. In 2021, over 40 percent of 
construction firms reported that they turned down work due to labor shortage issues (Swanek, 2021). 
Based on pre-pandemic trends, construction industry employment in January 2022 was about 600,000 
jobs below its expected level, and 4 percent of construction jobs remained unfilled (Natarelli & Basu, 
2022). By the end of 2021, the turnover rate was higher in construction than in the manufacturing, natural 
resources and mining, financial activities, professional and business services, information, education, and 
healthcare sectors (Popli, 2022). Other industries, such as warehousing and transportation, “have been 
offering increasingly competitive compensation for unskilled and semi-skilled workers,” absorbing many 
workers who have left unstable construction jobs (Natarelli & Basu, 2022). 
 
Even though the industry faces a skilled labor shortage, demand for construction workers is expected to 
rise as funds from the federal Infrastructure Investment and Jobs Act are distributed. The bipartisan law 
will invest a historic $1.2 trillion over eight years, including $550 billion in new spending, to repair and 
modernize roads, bridges, airports, public transit systems, railways, water infrastructure, and energy 
systems as well as to expand broadband internet access and invest in climate resiliency (Ponciano, 2021). 
Overall, the Infrastructure Investment and Jobs Act is expected to increase U.S. employment by between 
800,000 and 900,000 jobs, many in in direct construction positions (Zandi & Yaros, 2021; Henney, 2021). 
 
This report, conducted by researchers at the Illinois Economic Policy Institute (ILEPI) and the Project for 
Middle Class Renewal (PMCR) at the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, draws on four years of 
Associated General Contractor (AGC) of America surveys—2018, 2019, 2020, and 2021—to assess the 
extent of the construction labor shortage in the United States (AGC, 2021). A brief summary of background 
research on the labor market differences between the union and nonunion segments of the construction 
industry is discussed first. Then, an analysis of whether union contractors or nonunion contractors have 
been better able to adapt to workforce disruptions during the COVID-19 pandemic ensues. Results from 
pre-COVID-19 surveys are also presented in this section to help explain extant differences. An analysis of 
potential recommendations based on the findings follows before a concluding section recaps key findings. 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/business/2021/12/29/job-market-2021/
https://research.stlouisfed.org/publications/economic-synopses/2021/10/15/the-covid-retirement-boom
https://www.wsj.com/articles/nearly-half-a-million-families-are-hurt-by-the-child-care-labor-shortage-11646237879#:~:text=A%20daycare%20worker%20shortage%20has,and%20hindering%20the%20labor%20market.
https://illinoisepi.files.wordpress.com/2021/05/pmcr-ilepi-women-and-child-care-in-illinois-covid-19-impacts-final.pdf
https://www.census.gov/library/stories/2021/12/net-international-migration-at-lowest-levels-in-decades.html
https://www.census.gov/library/stories/2021/12/net-international-migration-at-lowest-levels-in-decades.html
https://www.brookings.edu/research/is-long-covid-worsening-the-labor-shortage/
https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/nvss/vsrr/covid_weekly/index.htm
https://www.cnbc.com/2022/02/01/roughly-47-million-people-quit-their-job-last-year.html
https://www.americanprogress.org/article/its-a-good-jobs-shortage-the-real-reason-so-many-workers-are-quitting/
https://www.atlantafed.org/chcs/wage-growth-tracker
https://www.cnbc.com/2022/02/10/inflation-eroded-pay-by-1point7percent-over-the-past-year.html
https://www.uschamber.com/economy/almost-half-of-contractors-are-turning-down-work-because-they-dont-have-enough-workers
https://info.marcumllp.com/hubfs/pdf/MarcumLLP-JOLTS-Survey-2022.pdf?utm_campaign=Construction&utm_medium=email&_hsmi=205558382&_hsenc=p2ANqtz-_7F95_B0vRqDjVGHnSVduUsjWS0utF3hx0bDZcFqazek1uf2mYvCAJFQJnzIV6vpxWlpqkxcqd58bN-9RdWPtVL1_Cgw&utm_content=205558382&utm_source=hs_automation
https://info.marcumllp.com/hubfs/pdf/MarcumLLP-JOLTS-Survey-2022.pdf?utm_campaign=Construction&utm_medium=email&_hsmi=205558382&_hsenc=p2ANqtz-_7F95_B0vRqDjVGHnSVduUsjWS0utF3hx0bDZcFqazek1uf2mYvCAJFQJnzIV6vpxWlpqkxcqd58bN-9RdWPtVL1_Cgw&utm_content=205558382&utm_source=hs_automation
https://time.com/6144877/industry-pay-increases-2021/
https://info.marcumllp.com/hubfs/pdf/MarcumLLP-JOLTS-Survey-2022.pdf?utm_campaign=Construction&utm_medium=email&_hsmi=205558382&_hsenc=p2ANqtz-_7F95_B0vRqDjVGHnSVduUsjWS0utF3hx0bDZcFqazek1uf2mYvCAJFQJnzIV6vpxWlpqkxcqd58bN-9RdWPtVL1_Cgw&utm_content=205558382&utm_source=hs_automation
https://www.forbes.com/sites/jonathanponciano/2021/11/15/everything-in-the-12-trillion-infrastructure-bill-biden-just-signed-new-roads-electric-school-buses-and-more/?sh=640f7281161f
https://www.moodysanalytics.com/-/media/article/2021/macroeconomic-consequences-of-the-infrastructure-investment-and-jobs-act-and-build-back-better-framework.pdf
https://www.foxbusiness.com/economy/bipartisan-infrastructure-plan-create-new-jobs
https://www.agc.org/news/surveys
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Labor Market Differences Between the Union and Nonunion Segments in Construction 
 
Numerous studies have found that collective bargaining boosts wages for workers, particularly for low-
income workers, middle-class workers, and people of color (Callaway & Collins, 2017; Bivens et al., 2017; 
Long, 2013; Walters & Mishel, 2003). On average, union households earn between 10 percent and 20 
percent more than nonunion households—an income premium that has been consistent since the 1930s 
(Farber et al., 2018). Union members are much more likely to have access to health insurance and 
retirement plans. Fully 95 percent of union workers have access to health care coverage and 95 percent 
have access to retirement plans compared with just 69 percent health care access and 68 percent 
retirement plan access for nonunion workers (BLS, 2021). Perhaps even more striking than the pay and 
benefits gaps between union and nonunion workers is the wealth difference between their households. 
Union households are 8 percent more likely to own their homes and their median wealth is 125 percent 
higher than nonunion households (Glass et al., 2021). Unions have also been found to reduce poverty, 
lower worker turnover, and reduce taxpayer costs for government assistance programs (Nunn et al., 2019; 
Sojourner & Pacas, 2018). 
 
While union membership has declined nationally since the late 1970s, construction remains one of the 
most unionized private-sector industries in the United States. Across the United States in 2020, median 
weekly wages were $1,244 for union construction workers and $920 for nonunion construction workers, 
a 35 percent difference (BLS, 2022). In Illinois, union journeyworkers who participate in joint labor-
management construction apprenticeship programs earn an average of $40 per hour upon completion—
a difference of 72 percent compared to nonunion construction workers ($23 per hour) (Manzo & Bruno, 
2020). Similarly, in Minnesota, only 3 percent of union construction workers earn less than $15 per hour 
compared with 14 percent of nonunion construction workers (Manzo et al., 2021a).  
 
A primary reason why union construction workers earn solidly middle-class wages and benefits is the 
collectively bargained investments that union signatory contractors make in job quality. This extends 
beyond just wages and benefits paid to workers and includes long-term investments in training that boost 
safety and productivity on the jobsite and attach workers to in-demand careers in the industry. These 
registered apprenticeships are industry-driven programs in which employers and unions train and develop 
skilled workers. Participating apprentices get the opportunity to “earn while they learn” and obtain 
portable, nationally recognized credentials through on-the-job training and classroom instruction tailored 
to meet the needs of employers. Registered apprentices graduate these programs with minimal or no out-
of-pocket tuition costs. In return for these investments, businesses gain access to pools of skilled labor. 
Robust registered apprenticeship programs have proven to be effective at raising wages and connecting 
workers to jobs (Reed et al., 2012; Bertschy et al., 2009; Ryan, 2001; Ryan, 1998; Clark & Fahr, 2002).  
 
Apprenticeship training is particularly important in the construction industry (Olinsky & Ayres, 2013). 
Construction apprenticeship programs are sponsored either jointly by labor unions and employers who 
are signatories to collective bargaining agreements (joint labor-management programs) or solely by 
employers. Joint labor-management programs are cooperatively administered with standards, trainee 
wages, and apprentice-to-worker ratios established in collective bargaining agreements (CBAs). Funding 
for training in joint labor-management apprenticeship programs is financed by “cents per hour” 
contributions that are part of the total wage and fringe benefits package negotiated with signatory 
contractors. Under this system, investments in training the next generation of skilled tradespeople are 
institutionalized, included in project bids, and paid for by project owners. By contrast, employer-only 
programs are sponsored by an employer or a trade association who unilaterally determines program 
content, sets entry requirements, and monitors trainee progress. Funding for employer-only programs 

https://www.nber.org/system/files/working_papers/w23516/w23516.pdf
https://www.epi.org/publication/how-todays-unions-help-working-people-giving-workers-the-power-to-improve-their-jobs-and-unrig-the-economy/
https://www.bls.gov/opub/mlr/2013/04/art2full.pdf
https://www.epi.org/publication/briefingpapers_bp143/
https://www.nber.org/papers/w24587.pdf
https://www.bls.gov/news.release/pdf/ebs2.pdf
https://www.americanprogress.org/article/unions-help-increase-wealth-close-racial-wealth-gaps/
https://www.hamiltonproject.org/assets/files/UnionsEA_Web_8.19.pdf
http://ftp.iza.org/dp11310.pdf
https://www.bls.gov/news.release/pdf/union2.pdf
https://illinoisepi.files.wordpress.com/2020/01/ilepi-pmcr-the-apprenticeship-alternative-final.pdf
https://illinoisepi.files.wordpress.com/2020/01/ilepi-pmcr-the-apprenticeship-alternative-final.pdf
https://illinoisepi.files.wordpress.com/2021/05/mepi-minnesota-union-construction-report-final.pdf
https://wdr.doleta.gov/research/FullText_Documents/ETAOP_2012_10.pdf
https://ideas.repec.org/a/bla/labour/v23y2009is1p111-137.html
https://www.jstor.org/stable/2698454
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/pdf/10.1080/13636829800200050
https://ideas.repec.org/p/ecj/ac2002/52.html
https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/economy/reports/2013/12/02/79991/training-for-success-a-policy-to-expand-apprenticeships-in-the-united-states/
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relies on voluntary contributions from contractors, who have financial incentives to forgo long-term 
workforce training investments and slash labor costs to win project bids. 
 
Through registered apprenticeship programs, the construction industry operates “the largest privately-
financed system of higher education in the country” (Philips, 2014). Nearly all of this investment, however, 
comes from joint labor-management programs cooperatively administered by labor unions and signatory 
employers. Joint labor-management programs account for 97 percent of all active construction 
apprentices in Illinois, 93 percent in Minnesota, 92 percent in California, 85 percent in Pennsylvania, 82 
percent in Ohio, 81 percent in Wisconsin, 79 percent in Kentucky, 79 percent in Michigan, 63 percent in 
Oregon (including 72 percent in the greater Portland area), and 55 percent in Iowa (Manzo & Bruno, 2020; 
Manzo & Duncan, 2018; Calamuci, 2020; Herzenberg et al., 2018; Onsarigo et al., 2017; Manzo et al., 
2021b; Duncan & Manzo, 2016; Bilginsoy, 2017; Stepick & Manzo, 2021; Petrucci, 2021; Manzo & Gigstad, 
2021). Research also indicates that joint labor-management construction apprenticeship programs tend 
to have high standards, requiring about 30 percent more average hours of training than the typical 
bachelor’s degree at public universities (Manzo & Bruno, 2020; Stepick & Manzo, 2021). Despite their 
rigorous training standards, joint labor-management programs have 17 percent to 28 percent higher 
completion rates than employer-only nonunion programs, and also have better completion rates for 
women and people of color (Manzo & Bruno, 2020; Duncan & Manzo, 2016; Manzo & Gigstad, 2021; 
Petrucci, 2021). 
 
Registered apprenticeship programs in the construction industry have also been linked to improved safety 
outcomes on jobsites. Their curricula include health and safety courses that cover how to identify and 
report health and safety problems, use scaffolding, work safely with hazardous materials, operate 
machinery, prevent silica exposure, prevent electrocutions, and prevent burns on construction and 
demolition projects (e.g., ASIP, 2019). Because their workers are better trained, union worksites tend to 
deliver better safety outcomes than nonunion worksites. For example, an analysis of more than 37,000 
Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA) inspections in the construction industry in 2019 
found that union worksites have 34 percent fewer violations per inspection and union worksites are less 
likely to have an OSHA violation in each of the eight major construction sectors (Manzo et al., 2021c). 
Another study found that a 1 percent increase in unionization is associated with a 3 percent decline in the 
rate of occupational fatalities (Zoorob, 2018). Similarly, states with low construction union densities have 
a fatality rate that is higher by between 3 deaths and 7 deaths per 1,000 construction workers compared 
to states with high construction union densities (Zullo, 2011). Furthermore, 86 percent of construction 
fatalities occur at nonunion worksites in New York and nonunion workers account for 87 percent of all 
construction deaths in Massachusetts (Obernauer, 2020; Laing et al., 2019). 
 
 

Analysis of Recent Workforce Surveys by the Associated General Contractors 
 
Each year, the Associated General Contractors of America (AGC) surveys about 2,000 member firms on 
the state of the construction labor market (AGC, 2021). The AGC survey is the largest national survey of 
construction companies that breaks down data by the firm’s union signatory status. Since 2018, the AGC 
has released data specifically for respondent contractors who report that they “always operate as union 
contractor” or “always operate as an open-shop contractor” (or nonunion contractor). Contractors who 
“primarily operate as a union contractor but not always,” “primarily operate as an open-shop contractor 
but not always,” and “do not self-perform construction work” are excluded from the crosstabs released 
by the AGC. From 2018 and 2021, a total of 1,768 union contractors and 3,893 nonunion contractors 

http://www.faircontracting.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/02/Kentucky-Report-2014-Philips.pdf
https://illinoisepi.files.wordpress.com/2020/01/ilepi-pmcr-the-apprenticeship-alternative-final.pdf
https://midwestepi.files.wordpress.com/2018/07/mepi-csu-examination-of-minnesotas-prevailing-wage-law-final.pdf
https://www.smartcitiesprevail.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/12/Training-the-Golden-State.pdf
https://krc-pbpc.org/wp-content/uploads/20180530_CALMReport_Final.pdf
https://illinoisepi.org/site/wp-content/themes/hollow/docs/prevailing-wage/bowling-green-su-kent-state-ohio-pw-study-4-10-17.pdf
https://midwestepi.files.wordpress.com/2021/09/mepi-pmcr-apprenticeship-as-an-alternative-in-wisconsin-final.pdf
https://midwestepi.files.wordpress.com/2021/09/mepi-pmcr-apprenticeship-as-an-alternative-in-wisconsin-final.pdf
https://illinoisepi.org/site/wp-content/themes/hollow/docs/prevailing-wage/kentucky-report-duncan-and-manzo-2016-final.pdf
https://illinoisepi.files.wordpress.com/2018/07/final-michigan-abc-report-2.pdf
https://illinoisepi.files.wordpress.com/2021/01/uo-ilepi-oregon_prevailing_wage_report_final.pdf
https://cpb-us-e1.wpmucdn.com/blogs.uoregon.edu/dist/a/13513/files/2021/11/Constructing_A_Diverse_Workforce.pdf
https://midwestepi.files.wordpress.com/2021/05/mepi-apprenticeship-training-iowa-final.pdf
https://midwestepi.files.wordpress.com/2021/05/mepi-apprenticeship-training-iowa-final.pdf
https://illinoisepi.files.wordpress.com/2020/01/ilepi-pmcr-the-apprenticeship-alternative-final.pdf
https://illinoisepi.files.wordpress.com/2021/01/uo-ilepi-oregon_prevailing_wage_report_final.pdf
https://illinoisepi.files.wordpress.com/2020/01/ilepi-pmcr-the-apprenticeship-alternative-final.pdf
https://illinoisepi.org/site/wp-content/themes/hollow/docs/prevailing-wage/kentucky-report-duncan-and-manzo-2016-final.pdf
https://midwestepi.files.wordpress.com/2021/05/mepi-apprenticeship-training-iowa-final.pdf
https://cpb-us-e1.wpmucdn.com/blogs.uoregon.edu/dist/a/13513/files/2021/11/Constructing_A_Diverse_Workforce.pdf
https://local150.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/webschedule.pdf
https://illinoisepi.files.wordpress.com/2021/11/ilepi-pmcr-unions-and-construction-health-and-safety-final.pdf
https://scholars.org/contribution/how-unions-help-prevent-workplace-deaths-united-states
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/j.1743-4580.2011.00334.x
https://nycosh.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/2020-Deadly-Skyline-Report.pdf
https://www.bls.gov/opub/mlr/2019/article/collecting-union-status-for-the-census-of-fatal-occupational-injuries.htm
https://www.agc.org/news/surveys
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responded to the AGC’s surveys. Responses in 2021 included 385 union contractors, with a margin of error 
of ±5 percent, and 899 nonunion contractors, with a margin of error of ±3 percent (Figure 1). 
 
Figure 1: Samples and Margins of Error of Union and Nonunion Contractors in AGC Surveys, 2018-2021 

AGC 
Workforce 

Surveys 

Union Contractors: 
"We Always Operate as 

a Union Contractor" 

Nonunion Contractors: 
"We Always Operate as 

an Open-Shop Contractor" 

Year Sample Size Margin of Error Sample Size Margin of Error 

2018 665 ±3.8% 1,371 ±2.6% 
2019 288 ±5.8% 859 ±3.3% 
2020 430 ±4.7% 764 ±3.5% 
2021 385 ±5.0% 899 ±3.3% 

Four-Year Totals 1,768 ±2.3% 3,893 ±1.6% 
Source(s): Authors’ analysis of Associated General Contractors (AGC) of America’s 2018, 2019, 2020, and 2021 Workforce Survey 
results, based on responses from 3,893 nonunion contractors and 1,768 union contractors (AGC, 2021). 

 
Contractors who respond to the AGC’s survey tend to engage in similar work regardless of whether they 
employ union or nonunion workers (Figure 2). Over the past four years, 72 percent of union contractors 
report that they perform building construction projects compared to 67 percent of nonunion contractors. 
Among union contractors, 34 percent say that they complete highway and transportation projects and 28 
percent do utility infrastructure work versus respective shares of 31 percent and 25 percent among 
nonunion contractors. The biggest difference between union contractors and their nonunion counterparts 
is that union firms tend to be larger companies: About 80 percent of union contractors perform over $10 
million in annual construction value compared to just 64 percent of nonunion contractors—a 16 percent 
difference. 
 
Figure 2: Type of Construction Work Performed by and Market Participant Size of Union and Nonunion 
Contractors in AGC Surveys, 2018-2021 

Year 
Type of 

Contractor 
Building 

Construction 

Highway and 
Transportation 
Construction 

Utility 
Infrastructure 
Construction 

Contractors 
Performing $10M 
or More in Work 

2018 
Union 70% 32% 23% 83% 

Nonunion 64% 29% 20% 64% 

2019 
Union 69% 36% 28% 80% 

Nonunion 66% 34% 27% 63% 

2020 
Union 75% 34% 32% 77% 

Nonunion 71% 31% 28% 64% 

2021 
Union 73% 35% 33% 76% 

Nonunion 67% 33% 28% 63% 

Four-Year 
Average 

Union 72% 34% 28% 80% 

Nonunion 67% 31% 25% 64% 
Source(s): Authors’ analysis of Associated General Contractors (AGC) of America’s 2018, 2019, 2020, and 2021 Workforce Survey 
results, based on responses from 3,893 nonunion contractors and 1,768 union contractors (AGC, 2021). The “Four-Year Average” 
is the weighted average based on the sample size for each type of contractor. 

 
Results from the AGC’s 2021 workforce survey expose the negative impact of supply-chain issues on all 
construction companies (Figure 3). When asked what impacts on project completion times their firms are 
experiencing, about 8-in-10 contractors said that they are experiencing delays due to materials 

https://www.agc.org/news/surveys
https://www.agc.org/news/surveys


THE UNION ADVANTAGE DURING THE CONSTRUCTION LABOR SHORTAGE 

5 

 

shortages—regardless of whether they are union contractors (78 percent) or nonunion contractors (80 
percent). Another 6-in-10 are experiencing delivery delays that postpone completion times in both the 
union segment (58 percent) and the nonunion segment (60 percent) of the industry. Delays due to 
government, such as a lack of approvals, also affect union contractors (32 percent) and nonunion 
contractors (31 percent) at essentially equal rates. 
 

Figure 3: Supply Chain and Regulatory Issues Impacting Completion Times, by Union Status, 2021 

 
Source(s): Authors’ analysis of Associated General Contractors (AGC) of America’s Workforce Survey results, based on responses 
from 899 nonunion contractors and 385 union contractors (AGC, 2021). 

 
However, the same survey revealed that union contractors have been better able to meet their workforce 
needs and make adjustments in the face of a tightening national labor market (Figure 4). Only 47 percent 
of union contractors report that they are experiencing delays in project completion times due to shortages 
of workers compared to 68 percent of nonunion contractors, a statistically significant difference of 21 
percent. While 72 percent of union contractors have job openings for craft workers and are having a hard 
time filling those positions, the share of nonunion contractors reporting difficulty finding workers is 86 
percent. As a result, a total of 46 percent of union contractors have added workers in the past 12 months 
compared to just 38 percent of nonunion contractors. 
 

Figure 4: Share of Contractors Experiencing Labor Shortage Issues, by Union Status, 2021 

Share of Contractors Experiencing 
Labor Shortage Issues 

Union 
Contractors 

Nonunion 
Contractors 

Union 
Advantage 

Project Completion Time Delays Due to Shortages of Workers 47% 68% -21% 

Difficulty Filling Some or All Craft Positions 72% 86% -14% 

Increased Headcount (Workers) in Past 12 Months 46% 38% +8% 
Source(s): Authors’ analysis of Associated General Contractors (AGC) of America’s Workforce Survey results, based on responses 
from 899 nonunion contractors and 385 union contractors (AGC, 2021). 

 
The construction labor shortage is much less severe in the union segment of the industry. Because they 
have access to local hiring halls and because their training investments are institutionalized in well-funded 
joint labor-management apprenticeship programs, union contractors have been 8 percent more likely to 
add workers, 14 percent less likely to experience difficulty filling craft positions, and 21 percent less likely 
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to have project delays than nonunion contractors over the past 12 months. Importantly, this access to a 
stable supply of skilled, safe, and productive construction workers helps more projects get completed on 
time. Survey responses clearly indicate that hiring union contractors can reduce the chances of delays in 
project completion times. 
 
Exploring multiple years of AGC workforce surveys provides clues as to why the shortage of skilled workers 
is less acute among union contractors. Nonunion firms’ greater difficulty in filling craft worker positions 
has been a persistent problem that preceded the COVID-19 pandemic (Figure 5). Union contractors have 
been between 12 percent and 20 percent less likely to have a hard time filling some or all positions every 
year since 2018. The four-year average share of union contractors reporting that they have open craft 
worker positions and are having difficulty filling them is 67 percent versus a comparable share of 83 
percent for nonunion contractors—an average difference of 16 percent. Each of these differences is 
statistically significant at the 95 percent level of confidence. 
 
Figure 5: Share of Contractors that Have Open Craft Worker Positions and Are Experiencing Difficulty in 
Filling Some or All Positions, by Year and by Union Status, 2018-2021 

 
Source(s): Authors’ analysis of Associated General Contractors (AGC) of America’s 2018, 2019, 2020, and 2021 Workforce Survey 
results, based on responses from 3,893 nonunion contractors and 1,768 union contractors (AGC, 2021). The “Four-Year Average” 
is the weighted average based on the sample size for each type of contractor. 

 
In 2018 and 2019, the AGC asked construction firms to rate the adequacy of the local pipeline for supplying 
craft personnel who are well-trained or skilled (Figure 6). Respondents could answer that they felt the 
local pipeline was “poor,” “fair,” “good,” or “excellent.” A majority of nonunion contractors reported that 
the local pipeline for supplying well-trained tradespeople was “poor” in both 2018 (58 percent) and 2019 
(54 percent). By contrast, less than a third of union contractors said that their local pipelines were “poor” 
at delivering well-trained workers in 2018 (29 percent) and 2019 (30 percent). The two-year averages 
reveal that union contractors (29 percent) were 27 percent less likely to say that their available pool of 
skilled workers was “poor” than nonunion contractors (56 percent). Once again, this is likely due to the 
fact that joint labor-management apprenticeship programs deliver a more robust training regimen, higher 
completion rates, and better earnings and social outcomes than employer-only nonunion apprenticeship 
programs (Manzo & Thorson, 2021; Manzo & Bruno, 2020). These institutionalized workforce issues were 

76% 76%

43%

72%
67%

88% 88%

63%

86%
83%

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

90%

100%

2018 2019 2020 2021 Four-Year Average

Share of Contractors with Open Craft Positions and Difficulty Filling Them

Union Contractors Nonunion Contractors

https://www.agc.org/news/surveys
https://illinoisepi.files.wordpress.com/2021/09/ilepi-union-apprentices-equal-college-degrees-final.pdf
https://illinoisepi.files.wordpress.com/2020/01/ilepi-pmcr-the-apprenticeship-alternative-final.pdf


THE UNION ADVANTAGE DURING THE CONSTRUCTION LABOR SHORTAGE 

7 

 

festering before the COVID-19 pandemic and have likely contributed to the fact that 64 percent of 
nonunion contractors in 2021 said they could not fill craft worker positions because available candidates 
are not qualified to work in the industry, which is 13 percent higher than the share of union contractors 
(51 percent) offering a similar response (Figure 6). 
 

Figure 6: Share of Contractors with Workforce Quality Issues, by Union Status, 2018-2019 and 2021 

Share with Workforce 
Quality Issues 

Local Pipeline for Supplying Well-
Trained Craft Workers Is “Poor” 

Available Candidates Are Not 
Qualified to Work in the Industry 

Year 2018 2019 Two-Year Average 2021 

Union Contractors 29% 30% 29% 51% 
Nonunion Contractors 58% 54% 56% 64% 

Union Advantage -29% -24% -27% -13% 
Source(s): Authors’ analysis of Associated General Contractors (AGC) of America’s 2018, 2019, and 2021 Workforce Survey results, 
based on responses from 2,230 nonunion contractors and 953 union contractors in 2018 and 2019 and 899 nonunion contractors 
and 385 union contractors in 2021 (AGC, 2021). The “Two-Year Average” is the weighted average for 2018 and 2019 based on the 
sample size for each type of contractor. The “Available Candidates Are Not Qualified to Work in the Industry” represents the share 
of contractors in 2021 with open craft worker positions who are having a hard time filling some or all of those positions and who 
report that candidate quality is a reason why they are having a hard time. 

 
The AGC’s 2018 survey results also provide insights that may be particularly relevant to the so-called 
“Great Resignation” or “Great Refusal” or “Great Upgrade” of workers choosing to quit their jobs for new 
employment opportunities (Figure 7). Contractors were asked whether their firm is losing hourly craft 
personnel to other construction employers and to other industries. Respondents could mark both. Among 
union contractors, 57 percent were losing blue-collar tradespeople to other employers, including 51 
percent who were losing them to other construction firms and 17 percent who were losing them to other 
industries. In comparison, fully 70 percent of nonunion contractors were losing their blue-collar workers 
to other employers, including 54 percent to other construction firms and 30 percent to other industries 
entirely. While both types of contractors faced comparable levels of competition for workers within the 
industry, the union contractors were 13 percent less likely to report losing craft workers—a statistic that 
matches the fact that they reported being 13 percent less likely to lose workers to other industries. 
 

Figure 7: Share of Contractors Losing Craft Personnel, by Source of Loss and Union Status, 2018 

Share of Contractors Reporting that 
They Are Losing Hourly Craft Workers 

Union 
Contractors 

Nonunion 
Contractors 

Union 
Advantage 

To Other Construction Employers 51% 54% -3% 
To Other Industries 17% 30% -13% 

To All Other Employers 57% 70% -13% 
Source(s): Authors’ analysis of Associated General Contractors (AGC) of America’s 2018 Workforce Survey results, based on 

responses from 1,371 nonunion contractors and 665 union contractors (AGC, 2021). *NOTE: Respondents could mark more than 

one answer. 

Data from the Current Population Survey Annual Social and Economic Supplement from the U.S. Census 
Bureau and U.S. Department of Labor sheds light on why nonunion construction companies were more 
likely to lose workers to other industries (Figure 8). Between 2010 and 2020, union construction workers 
earned incomes of $58,000 per year on average, 46 percent more than nonunion construction workers 
($39,700 per year). Fully 89 percent of union construction workers have private health insurance coverage 
compared to just 55 percent of nonunion construction workers, a difference of 34 percent. Additionally, 
union construction workers are 43 percent more likely to have access to pension plans (68 percent) than 
their nonunion counterparts (25 percent). Union construction workers are also 6 percent less likely to live 

https://www.agc.org/news/surveys
https://www.agc.org/news/surveys


THE UNION ADVANTAGE DURING THE CONSTRUCTION LABOR SHORTAGE 

8 

 

in poverty and 6 percent less likely to rely on Medicaid than their nonunion peers. Across the board, the 
economic and social outcomes of union construction workers are competitive with other types of workers 
with bachelor’s degrees while the nonunion segment of the construction industry is not on par (Figure 8). 
 

Figure 8: Economic and Social Outcomes of Construction Workers vs. Other Workers, 2010-2020 

Economic and Social Outcomes of 
Construction Workers and Other 
Types of Workers by Education 

Union 
Construction 

Workers 

Nonunion 
Construction 

Workers 

All Workers 
with Bachelor’s 
Degrees (Only) 

All Workers 
with High 

School Degrees 

Inflation-Adjusted Incomes $58,000 $39,700 $68,600 $38,100 
Private Health Insurance Coverage 89% 55% 90% 73% 
Pension Plan Access at Work 68% 25% 57% 44% 
Below the Official Poverty Line 4% 10% 2% 7% 
Medicaid Health Insurance Coverage 4% 10% 3% 9% 

Source(s): Authors’ analysis of 2010-2020 data from the Current Population Survey Annual Social and Economic Supplement (CPS-

ASEC) (Flood et al., 2021). Construction workers are defined by those in blue-collar construction occupations, such as carpenters, 

electricians, laborers, operating engineers, and plumbers. For more, see Union Apprenticeships: The Bachelor’s Degrees of the 

Construction Industry – Data for the United States, 2010-2020 (Manzo & Thorson, 2021). 

Lastly, the 2018 AGC survey results show that union contractors tend to have more diverse workforces 
than nonunion contractors (Figure 9). The AGC asked member firms what percent of their employees fall 
into specific demographic categories. Women account for at least a quarter of all employees in only 14 
percent of union construction companies and in just 7 percent of nonunion construction companies, a 
difference of 7 percent. While 17 percent of union contractors have no Black or African American 
employees, the equivalent share of nonunion contractors is 27 percent—a 10 percent difference. 
Likewise, 11 percent of union contractors do not employ a military veteran compared to 19 percent of 
nonunion contractors, an 8 percent difference. Generally speaking, the market-competitive union 
contractors are better positioned to diversify the workforce of the construction industry. 
 

Figure 9: Share of Contractors in Selected Categories of Diversity Metrics, by Union Status, 2018 

Share of Contractors Reporting 
Selected Diversity Metrics 

Union 
Contractors 

Nonunion 
Contractors 

Union 
Advantage 

Over 25% of Employees Are Women 14% 7% +7% 
Firm Employs No African American or Black Workers 17% 27% -10% 
Firm Employs No Military Veterans 11% 19% -8% 

Source(s): Authors’ analysis of Associated General Contractors (AGC) of America’s 2018 Workforce Survey results, based on 

responses from 1,371 nonunion contractors and 665 union contractors (AGC, 2021). 

 
 

Potential Recommendations to Address Skilled Labor Shortages in Construction  
 
Contractors in need of a more reliable and stable supply of skilled tradespeople could adopt and advocate 
for the following seven (7) evidence-based measures to address the labor shortage. 
 

1. Becoming signatory to collective bargaining agreements (CBAs). While labor costs account for 
just 23 percent of total costs in the construction industry, these expenditures directly improve an 
employers’ ability to attract and retain sufficiently skilled workers who can deliver efficiency on 
jobsites (Census, 2022). Every year, the union construction sector trains tens of thousands of new 
apprentices and journeyworkers to meet industry standards of safety and craftsmanship. As a 

https://cps.ipums.org/cps/citation.shtml
https://illinoisepi.files.wordpress.com/2021/09/ilepi-union-apprentices-equal-college-degrees-final.pdf
https://www.agc.org/news/surveys
https://data.census.gov/cedsci/
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result, union productivity has been found to be between 17 percent and 22 percent higher than 
nonunion productivity in the construction industry, including 30 percent higher for office building 
construction and up to 20 percent higher on school projects (Allen, 1984; Allen, 1986). At the 
same time, data shows that union contractors are no more expensive than nonunion contractors 
due to the offsetting effects of skill, safety, productivity, and workforce retention relative to 
wages and benefits (Atalah, 2013; Manzo et al., 2021a). Stronger partnerships between 
businesses and unions are perhaps the most effective way to resolve skilled labor shortages in the 
U.S. construction industry. 

 
2. Expanding U.S. Department of Labor-approved registered apprenticeship programs. Not all 

young people are able or willing to earn college degrees. For many, the path to upward economic 
mobility is through registered apprenticeship programs in the construction trades. Registered 
apprenticeship programs enhance worker skills, improve productivity and safety, raise wages, and 
reduce construction worker poverty and reliance on food stamps, Medicaid, and other public 
assistance programs (Manzo & Thorson, 2021). However, any outside monetary support for 
registered apprenticeship programs, including from governments, should reward successful 
programs with high graduation rates, acceptable levels of diversity and inclusion, and family-
sustaining wage standards. Spending public funds on ineffective or unproven programs would be 
an inefficient use of taxpayer dollars. 

 
3. Encouraging and expanding apprenticeship readiness programs and pre-apprenticeship 

programs across the United States. State and local governments could partner with existing 
programs to increase training course offerings in apprencticeable occupations at public high 
schools and community colleges, especially in low-income communities (Olinsky & Ayers, 2013). 
For example, in Wisconsin, Destinations Career Academy of Wisconsin is an online public charter 
school that includes both traditional academics and career readiness education, with state-
licensed teachers who teach both full-time and part-time high school students (DCAWI, 2022). 
Upon graduation, students achieve applicable skills required to transition into positions in 
registered apprenticeship programs. In Illinois, the Illinois Department of Transportation (IDOT) 
has operated the Highway Construction Careers Training Program (HCCTP) at 12 community 
colleges since 2011. The goal of this program is to increase the participation of women, people of 
color, and disadvantaged individuals in the highway construction industry (IDOT, 2021). The 14-
week program includes math curriculum for the trades and technical skills training such tool 
usage, and helps place certified graduates in jobs on IDOT project sites. In total, more than 3,000 
students have completed the program and nearly 1,200 have been placed in registered 
apprenticeship programs across Illinois. Mentoring programs within both apprenticeship 
readiness programs and registered apprenticeship programs are also key to addressing challenges 
that are unique to people of color, which can help improve racial diversity (Bruno et al., 2016). 

 
4. Improving access to affordable childcare options, early childhood education programs, and paid 

sick leave to increase female workforce participation, including in the construction trades. 
Women report that the lack of access to affordable child care is a significant barrier to 
participating in registered apprenticeship programs (Reed et al., 2012). In construction, for 
example, apprentices often wake up very early to travel to a worksite, receive on-the-job training 
all day, and then attend classroom instruction after work. Expanding early childhood education 
programs has also been found to boost employment overall, especially among women (Schocet, 
2019). Additionally, paid sick leave policies are associated with improvements in public health, 
worker productivity, and employment growth (Manzo et al., 2020). 

https://academic.oup.com/qje/article-abstract/99/2/251/1869886?redirectedFrom=PDF&login=false
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/001979398603900202
https://scholarworks.bgsu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1001&context=construct_mgt_pub
https://illinoisepi.files.wordpress.com/2021/05/mepi-minnesota-union-construction-report-final.pdf
https://illinoisepi.files.wordpress.com/2021/09/ilepi-union-apprentices-equal-college-degrees-final.pdf
https://cdn.americanprogress.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/11/apprenticeship_report.pdf
https://dcawi.k12.com/
http://idot.illinois.gov/about-idot/employment-opportunities/specialized-training/highway-construction-careers-training-program
https://ler.illinois.edu/wp-content/uploads/2017/09/BuildingTradeDiversityStudyReportFINAL.pdf
https://wdr.doleta.gov/research/FullText_Documents/ETAOP_2012_10.pdf
https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/early-childhood/reports/2019/03/28/467488/child-care-crisis-keeping-women-workforce/
https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/early-childhood/reports/2019/03/28/467488/child-care-crisis-keeping-women-workforce/
https://illinoisepi.files.wordpress.com/2020/03/ilepi-pmcr-enacting-paid-sick-leave-in-illinois-final.pdf
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5. Institutionalizing workforce training investments by enacting and strengthening state and local 

prevailing wage laws. Currently, 28 states and the District of Columbia have prevailing wage laws 
(WHD, 2022). Prevailing wage laws establish minimum wages for different types of skilled 
construction workers on taxpayer-funded and taxpayer-subsidized projects based on wages, 
benefits, and training investments that are actually paid in local communities. Prevailing wage 
laws level the playing field for all construction contractors by ensuring that public expenditures 
reflect local market standards of compensation and craftsmanship. Economic research has shown 
that prevailing wage laws increase apprenticeship training in construction (Duncan & Ormiston, 
2017). The number of apprentices, as a share of the overall construction workforce, is 8 percent 
higher in states with prevailing wage laws (Bilginsoy, 2005). Apprentices have also been found to 
complete graduation requirements at a faster rate in states with prevailing wage laws than states 
without prevailing wage laws (Bilginsoy, 2005). After West Virginia repealed its state prevailing 
wage law in 2016, the number of active apprentices fell by 28 percent and the on-the-job 
construction worker injury rate increased by 26 percent (Kelsay & Manzo, 2019). Expanding 
prevailing wage laws to the 22 other U.S. states, including these labor standards on projects that 
indirectly receive government support through tax credits, and extending coverage to ratepayer-
funded wind, solar, and broadband infrastructure projects would increase funding for 
apprenticeship programs and help expand training opportunities for the next generation of 
construction workers while attaching them to in-demand careers in the industry. 

 
6. Implementing project labor agreements (PLAs) to create jobs for local tradespeople while 

introducing apprenticeship ratios and targeted hire goals. PLAs are local pre-hire agreements 
covering all crafts on large and complex construction projects that establish comprehensive 
employment terms and conditions for construction projects. A PLA “operates as a ‘job-site 
constitution,’ establishing safe working conditions and rules, project execution and accountability 
on the job, and protocols for resolving labor disputes without resorting to strikes and lockouts” 
(Waheed & Herrera, 2014). The principal aim of a PLA is to promote stability and productivity 
while managing large projects (Kotler, 2009). For project owners, PLAs include provisions for 
eliminating strikes and lockouts during construction, providing access to pools of skilled labor, and 
instituting uniform work rules and consistent shift work to improve efficiency. 

 
7. Promoting investments in workforce training by passing local responsible bidder ordinances 

(RBOs). RBOs establish objective criteria and verifiable standards for contractors bidding on public 
construction projects. These provisions typically require proof of participation in apprenticeship 
training programs among other items like proof of certificates of insurance, prequalification 
surveys, and compliance with all local, state, and federal laws. As a result, RBOs often serve as a 
sort of “insurance policy” for project owners, ensuring that projects are built by professional, 
competent contractors with proven track records. Case studies from across the country have 
found that RBOs promote higher quality and more reliable services and reduced back-end 
reconstruction costs (Sonn & Gebreselassie, 2010). RBOs have also been found to encourage 8 
percent more bid competition, particularly from contractors who are most likely to contribute to 
apprenticeship training programs (Manzo, 2020). RBOs are “effective way[s] to improve 
employment conditions and living standards of construction workers without significantly raising 
costs for taxpayers” (Waddoups & May, 2014). 

 

 

https://www.dol.gov/agencies/whd/state/prevailing-wages
http://iceres.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/10/prevailing-wage-review-duncan-ormiston.pdf
http://iceres.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/10/prevailing-wage-review-duncan-ormiston.pdf
https://ideas.repec.org/p/uta/papers/2003_08.html
https://ideas.repec.org/p/uta/papers/2003_08.html
https://illinoisepi.files.wordpress.com/2019/05/umkc-mepi-impact-of-repealing-wvs-prevailing-wage-law-final.pdf
https://www.labor.ucla.edu/publication/exploring-targeted-hire/
https://ecommons.cornell.edu/handle/1813/74340
https://www.jstor.org/stable/43551794?refreqid=excelsior%3A9002edec6fa411956fdbfcd4631f8c44&seq=1
https://illinoisepi.files.wordpress.com/2020/10/ilepi-impact-of-rbos-on-bid-competition-costs-final.pdf
http://www.faircontracting.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/08/WaddoupsMayResponsibleContractorPolicies2014.pdf
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Conclusion 
 
Many of the roots of the construction labor shortage were planted long ago. Contractors have been 
reporting difficulties in filling craft worker positions well before the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic. 
However, the labor shortage has been less acute for the union segment of the construction industry, 
according to actual surveys of contractors themselves. Compared to nonunion firms, union contractors 
are 14 percent less likely to have trouble filling open positions and 21 percent less likely to have project 
delays due to a lack of workers. Union contractors are 27 percent less likely to say that their local pipeline 
for providing well-trained workers is poor and are 13 percent less likely to lose their blue-collar 
construction workers to other industries. Union contractors have been 8 percent more likely to add 
workers over the past year, further indicating that union contractors have been better able to staff up in 
a tight labor market. 
 
By and large, union contractors offer market-competitive earnings and participate in robust registered 
apprenticeship training programs that deliver safe, productive workers who complete jobs on time and 
on budget. Construction firms in need of skilled tradespeople could become union contractors to access 
these pools of skilled workers. Lawmakers and policymakers could also take steps to grow registered 
apprenticeship programs, expand apprenticeship readiness and pre-apprenticeship programs, increase 
access to affordable childcare options, implement paid sick leave policies, and enact prevailing wage laws, 
project labor agreements, and responsible bidder ordinances that improve overall job quality for 
construction workers and strengthen the labor market competitiveness of construction contractors. This 
would institutionalize and strengthen America’s system of registered apprenticeship training that 
attaches workers to increasingly in-demand careers in the skilled construction trades. 
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