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2021 Construction Outlook  

“2020 bad, 2021 good.”  
6 Trends that will influence the construction industry this year –  
some positive, some less so to poise the shape of the construction industry  

for the new year.  Read about these trends reprinted by ABCA from  
Constructive Dive Newsletter, January 4, 2021 edition  

ABCA’s newsletter edition. 
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2021 Outlook:   
6 Trends that will influence  

construction this year.  Here is some 
perspective to ring in the new year:  

“2020 bad, 2021 good.”  
 

 

T 
hat’s the takeaway from construction observers looking ahead at 
the turn of the year, even as the bleakness of the pandemic 
surge and record deaths in the U.S. continue to weigh on their 
minds. 

 

“My expectation is that the U.S. economy will shrink between 4% and 5% 
in 2020,” said Anirban Basu, chief economist at the Associated Builders and 
Contractors during a year-end webinar, where he also made the good-
bad prognostication quoted above. “But we’re going to come back hard in 
2021.” 
 

There are reasons for hope, such as a second coronavirus vaccine being 
authorized for emergency use and shipped in recent weeks and the $900 
billion relief package recently signed. But the drivers of optimism among 
those who track construction are also more specific to the space, while 
encompassing fundamental shifts in markets and processes that will lead 
to more broad-based development activity in 2021. 
 

Just listen to Tom Stringer, managing director for site selection and business 

incentives at professional services firm BDO, whose job is to find suitable 
development sites for corporate clients who want to build new facilities 
and offices. 
 

“Site selection tends to be a leading indicator in the economy that busi-
nesses are starting to think about capital investments, and our phones 
have been ringing,” Stringer said. “So if your readers are the folks on the 
contracting side, well, they’re about to get busy, too.” 
 

Stringer isn’t alone. According to a post-election survey of engineering 
and construction executives conducted by Deloitte, 68% of respondents 
characterized the business outlook for the industry as somewhat or very 
positive. 
 

“We do see pent-up demand sitting out there as we end out 2020 and 
come into 2021,” said Michelle Meisels, Deloitte’s engineering and construc-
tion practice leader.   
 

That widespread optimism among construction executives is grounded in 
the reality of several factors – some positive, some less so – that are 
poised to shape construction in 2021. Here are six of the top factors that 
will influence the industry in the new year: 

1—Subs on the skids 
The coming months and beyond could be particularly hard on subcon-
tractors, and the contractors w“The market is just getting much more 
competitive for subcontractors, and therefore, sadly, some will go out of 
business, especially the smaller guys,” Meisels said. “General contrac-
tors may need to self-perform a lot of work they would normally sub out, 
and build those capabilities in house.” 
 

That’s the road Michael Bordes, president of New York City general con-
tractor AA Jedson Company, is already on. 
 

He said during the pandemic, he’s had to pivot from the restaurants and 
gyms he built previously to focus on affordable housing projects that 
were still considered essential. But he’s also flipping the script and limit-
ing his risk from subs by handling more work in house. 
 

“We’re self-performing most of the construction tasks ourselves because 
the subcontractors that are out there are having a very hard time,” said 
Bordes, noting that affording insurance is one issue subs are struggling 
with. “The people we’re dealing with may not be transparent about saying 
we're having trouble with assurances or we're short on labor. If you keep 
it on your payroll, you at least have 95% control.” 

2—Staying safe 
Meanwhile, Bordes said he’s focused on keeping his workers safe and 
healthy by combating complacency and continually reinforcing mitigation 

strategies, which has become more challenging as the pandemic has 
worn on. And while he hopes his workers will sign up to get the vaccine, 
he says he’s not planning to force them to do so if they have reservations 
about taking it.  
 

“We know masks work. We know sanitizing on a regular basis, washing 
your hands and not touching your face works to not get this disease,” 
Bordes said. “But while we would suggest to employees that it’s im-
portant to get the vaccine, we don’t feel we can force them. Some are 
still cautious about what side effects can force them.  Some are still cau-
tious about what side effects might be in the future. 
 

While the Equal Opportunity Employment Commission, as well as a panel of 

construction lawyers, recently determined that employers could require 
workers to be vaccinated with certain exceptions, the implications of 
forcing workers who object to get inoculated over potential safety con-

cerns is sure to be a challenge for contractors in 2021.  

3—Hiring for the surge to come 
With subs being squeezed, contractors will also surely be challenged to 
hire enough workers, even in house, when the pent-up demand of moth-
balled projects are put back into the marketplace once the pandemic is 
brought under control. At the same time, observers say companies aren ’t 
doing so yet, since many new projects still aren’t coming to market, given 
the explosion of coronavirus cases going into 2021. 
 

"The story there is that projects are still getting pushed to the right, so 
companies are not hiring unless they have a job to put someone on,” 
said Patrick Jones, who leads the architecture, engineering and con-
struction division at Raleigh, North Carolina-based recruiting firm Orion 
Talent. “They’re not just out there building bench strength.” 
 

He says while experienced superintendents and estimators are still in 
high demand, companies don’t necessarily want to hire individuals they 
would have to train and invest in while jobs are still scarce. “We see that 
hiring for what I would call the entry level roles has slowed,” Jones said. 
 

At the same time, nonresidential construction has only regained 58% of 
the jobs it lost since the beginning of the pandemic, according to Ken 
Simonson, chief economist for the Associated General Contractors of Ameri-

ca. In November, he noted, the industry’s unemployment rate was 7.3%, 
not seasonally adjusted, with 732,000 former construction workers idled.  
 

On its surface, that may indicate contractors will have an easier time 
hiring coming out of the pandemic. But that’s still not likely to be the 
case, according to Basu. 
 

During his economic forecast in December, Basu asked his audience of 
more than 1,000 participants how many intended to increase staffing in 
the coming year, with more than half responding affirmatively. That ’s in 
line with the ABC’s Construction Confidence Index from November, 
which indicated a majority of firms intended to increase staffing in the 
next six months. 
 

Given the demand for projects, along with many firms trying to hire work-
ers whenever jobs are finally released in 2021, contractors may experi-
ence labor challenges all over again.  “I would predict that many of you 
will continue to suffer difficulty finding truly motivated and skilled work-
ers,” Basu told his contractor audience. “One thing that has happened in 
past recessions is that many construction workers who lost their jobs left 
the construction industry altogether.” 

4—Infrastructure on the agenda 
On the bright side, there should be some increased infrastructure and 
building projects on the horizon.   
 

This is especially true with President-elect Joe Biden pushing his Build Back 
Better initiative, which is envisioned as a broad spending program that 
could benefit contractors on multiple fronts.  
 

 "He's looking for a multitrillion-dollar infrastructure bill that includes a 
broad definition of infrastructure, whether it's surface transportation, avia-
tion, waterfront, Army Corps, civil works, flood control mitigation projects, 
clean drinking water, renewable energy projects, K-12 public school con-
struction or broadband," said Jimmy Christianson, vice president of gov-
ernment relations at AGC. "There's a lot in there. 
 

"Meisels also sees opportunity for contractors under that kind of program 
in 2021.  
 

https://www.constructiondive.com/news/breaking-employers-can-require-proof-of-covid-19-vaccination-with-some-e/592368/
https://www.constructiondive.com/news/contractors-can-require-covid-19-vaccinations-for-jobsite-workers-lawyers/591941/
https://www.constructiondive.com/news/contractors-can-require-covid-19-vaccinations-for-jobsite-workers-lawyers/591941/
http://agca.informz.net/informzdataservice/onlineversion/ind/bWFpbGluZ2luc3RhbmNlaWQ9OTc0ODg4MSZzdWJzY3JpYmVyaWQ9MTE0NzgyNzU4OQ==
http://agca.informz.net/informzdataservice/onlineversion/ind/bWFpbGluZ2luc3RhbmNlaWQ9OTc0ODg4MSZzdWJzY3JpYmVyaWQ9MTE0NzgyNzU4OQ==
https://www.constructiondive.com/news/tough-slog-for-construction-ahead-says-dodge-economist/591850/
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5—Office, manufacturing, distribution pro-
jects ahead 
Part of that jump-start may already be happening on the private side. 
Take the activity Stringer, the site selection executive, has been seeing 
lately. 
 

His clients are calling and expressing interest in expanding offices in 
tertiary markets away from where their headquarters are in densely pop-
ulated cities. But they’re also looking to build manufacturing and distribu-
tion facilities, to help alleviate some of the vulnerabilities the pandemic 
brought to light in the just-in-time supply chain.  
 

“The supply chain issues that were rampant during the start of the crisis 
really presented significant business opportunities for the unsexy old 
ways of things like inventory and building warehouses,” Stringer said. 
“Hopefully, we’ll never be without toilet paper again.” 
 

Indeed, the explosion of e-commerce has caused a boom in the sector. 
“The most obvious change of the year has been robust development of 
warehouse and distribution facilities to meet the sudden rise in e-
commerce,” said Robert Smietana, CEO at Chicago-based industrial 
developer and consultant HSA Commercial Real Estate. 
 

For example, CRG, the real estate development and investment arm of 
Chicago-based Clayco, plans to identify industrial development and ac-
quisition opportunities in cities such as Atlanta, Chicago, Philadelphia, St. 
Louis and Columbus, Ohio.  
 

“It’s no secret that e-commerce has been a tailwind to industrial real 
estate over the last cycle,” said Kevin Scott, vice president of invest-
ments and developments for CRG. “But e-commerce users still represent 
just a fragment of the overall industrial user base. Specialized uses such 
as cold storage and data centers continue to grow, and we are excited 
about opportunities there.” 
 

6—Renewed focus on the environment 
Data center construction is one of two top-growth industries for Jones, 
the construction recruiter, to find specialty contractors. The other? Utility-
scale solar. 
 

“Big players in utility-scale solar have been on a growth pattern, and are 
really kind of hitting their stride in this next year,” Jones said.  “Obviously, 
the new administration would be beneficial to that as well.”  For example, 
Fort Lauderdale, Florida-based Moss Construction highlights several of 
the utility-scale solar installations it has worked on in recent years in its 
portfolio, and promotes on its website that it is "helping our nation move 
towards a cleaner energy future." 
 

That growth has come as renewable energy is becoming cheaper than 
any new electricity capacity based on fossil fuels, according to sister 
publication Utility Dive. But that opportunity for contractors also illustrates 
the widening awareness of a broader range of companies focusing on 
the environment.  
 

For example, contractor giants AECOM and Fluor said on recent confer-
ence calls they were experiencing increased interest in their environmen-
tal services practices from clients, while Jacobs announced it achieved 
its net zero carbon goal for its operations and business travel in 2020, 
with aspirations to be carbon negative by 2030. Balfour Beatty and Len-
dlease also recently announced carbon-cutting initiatives.  
 
 
 
 

“The construction industry is under tremendous 
pressure to improve their energy use,” said Meisels. 
“But I also think that construction companies that 
build capabilities to support green building stand-
ards and sustainable efforts by their clients are go-
ing to be positioned to thrive. You can't not address 
this if you want to be a leader in this space.” 

Several high-profile jobs are scheduled for 
completion or are set to hit major milestones 
soon. Here are a couple that are sure to make 

headlines this year. 
 

• Tesla Cybertruck Factory | Austin, Texas 

• In the summer of 2020, electric car and battery manufacturer Tesla 
started construction on a new $1.1 billion facility outside Austin, 
Texas, where it will build its new Cybertruck vehicle and also pro-
duce electric batteries. The 2,000-acre property, which was previ-
ously slated to be the site of a massive, mixed-use project with 
12,000 residential units, is located near Austin-Bergstrom Interna-
tional Airport and could be complete as early as May.  The Tesla 
project is part of a wave of businesses relocating to Texas, Austin in 
particular. A friendly business environment and low taxes paved the 
way for approximately 30 new business relocations in 2020 alone, 
according to the Austin Chamber of Commerce. In fact, the steel 
supplier that Tesla plans to use for the manufacturing of its Cyber-
truck is also building a new $1.7 billion plant in Sinton, Texas, about 
180 miles away. 

 
• Central Subway Chinatown Station 

      San Francisco 
• The Central Subway project is a 1.7-mile-long downtown extension 

of the San Francisco Municipal Transportation Agency's (SFMTA) 
Metro T Third Line that is expected to improve transportation be-
tween some of the city's densest areas. The Chinatown station, 
which should be complete late this year, is one of four new stations 
being built along the extension's route.  The station, which will be 
named for political activist Rose Pak, won a 2020 International Tun-
neling and Underground Space Association (ITA) award for its suc-
cessful engineering and design through an area that is not only 
historically sensitive but one with narrow streets, several utilities and 
poor ground conditions. Tutor Perini is the general contractor, with 
Frontier-Kemper Constructors Inc. providing excavation and support 
services. 

•  

 

https://mosscm.com/solar/
https://mosscm.com/solar/
https://www.utilitydive.com/news/as-utility-solar-costs-drop-82-us-renewable-leaders-target-majority-gener/579083/
https://www.utilitydive.com/news/as-utility-solar-costs-drop-82-us-renewable-leaders-target-majority-gener/579083/
https://invest.jacobs.com/investors/Press-Release-Details/2020/Jacobs-Achieves-Net-Zero-Carbon-Emissions-and-100-Renewable-Energy/default.aspx
https://invest.jacobs.com/investors/Press-Release-Details/2020/Jacobs-Achieves-Net-Zero-Carbon-Emissions-and-100-Renewable-Energy/default.aspx
https://www.constructiondive.com/news/balfour-beatty-lendlease-announce-carbon-cutting-initiatives/592315/
https://thedriven.io/2020/10/14/tesla-to-make-battery-cells-in-texas-where-it-is-also-building-the-cybertruck/
https://thedriven.io/2020/10/14/tesla-to-make-battery-cells-in-texas-where-it-is-also-building-the-cybertruck/
https://www.investopedia.com/why-silicon-valley-companies-are-moving-to-texas-5092782#citation-11
https://www.investopedia.com/why-silicon-valley-companies-are-moving-to-texas-5092782#citation-11
https://electrek.co/2020/12/10/tesla-rumored-cybertruck-steel-new-billion-factory-texas/
https://www.sfmta.com/projects/central-subway-project
https://www.tunnels-infrastructures.com/6th-edition-of-the-ita-tunnelling-awards-the-winners-2020/
https://www.tunnels-infrastructures.com/6th-edition-of-the-ita-tunnelling-awards-the-winners-2020/
https://www.tutorperini.com/projects/rail-mass-transit/third-street-light-rail/
https://www.frontierkemper.com/projects/civil/chinatown.html
https://www.frontierkemper.com/projects/civil/chinatown.html
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‘Deeply scarred’ construction  
industry faces long road in 2021, 

Dodge forecast says 
 

After a 14 percent drop in construction starts for 2020, the industry will 
regain about 4 percent of that in 2021.  That’s the forecast of Chief Econ-
omist Richard Branch of Dodge Data & Analytics. Branch says the 
pandemic has led to a “deep drop in construction starts in the first half of 
2020.” The second-half recovery is underway, but full recovery will be 
long and gradual for construction markets.  That forecast also counts on 
more economic stimulus coming out of Washington early next year and 
the approval and wide distribution of a vaccine.  He predicts only the resi-
dential sector will exceed its 2019 starts, because of historically low mort-
gage rates boosting single-family housing and remote workers moving 
from urban to less dense areas.  Overall, he foresees a 5 percent in-
crease in residential, 3 percent increase in nonresidential and 7 percent 
increase in nonbuilding construction, which includes public works, such as 
roads and bridges, and utilities. Uncertainty surrounding the next wave of 
Covid-19 infections in the fall and winter and delayed fiscal stimulus will 
lead to a slow and jagged recovery in 2021,” he said during the 2021 
Dodge Construction Outlook conference November 10.  “Business and 
consumer confidence will improve over the year as further stimulus 
comes in early 2021 and a vaccine is approved and becomes more widely 
distributed, but construction markets have been deeply scarred and will 
take considerable time to fully recover.” 
 
 

2021 Dodge Construction Quick Outlook 
Here’s a breakdown of various construction for 2021 
 ●Single-family housing –  6% increase in starts, with a 7 % increase  
                                     in dollar value. 
●Multi-family –            2 % drop in starts; 1 % drop in value. 
●Commercial –            5 % increase in value. 
●Institutional –                   1 % increase in starts. This category includes  
          government,  education and health care projects. 
●Manufacturing plants –   Starts will remain flat. 
●Public works –                 Starts will remain flat. 
●Electric utilities/gas plants –  35 percent increase in starts. 
 

What’s up 
Along with single-family housing construction, these segments are ex-
pected to see the biggest gains in 2021: 

• Warehouse – Large ecommerce companies like Amazon will con- 

        tinue to need more space for distribution as the movement from in-   
        store to online purchases grows. 

• Office – There will be increased demand for data centers and for  

        renovations to existing offices. 

• Health care – Hospitals need more inpatient bed space. 

        Electric utilities/gas plants – Several large liquid natural gas export   
        facilities and more wind farms are scheduled. 
 

What’s not 
These construction segments are expected to continue to struggle in 
2021: 

• Multi-family construction – There’s an oversupply of high-end con-  

        struction in large metro areas and rent values are declining. 
 

• Retail 
 

• Hotel 

• Public works, buildings and education – State and local govern              

        ments will see further revenue reductions. There is also uncertainty  
        as to whether additional federal aid will materialize. The federal gov- 
        ernment is headed toward a December 11 shutdown deadline to    
        approve funding for the rest of the fiscal year. 
 

• Petrochemical – weak domestic and international demand will con-
tinue. 

 

ABCA Newspoints 2021 
Upcoming Publication 

 

Contractors Tool Tip Guide, Volume II 
(Will be uploaded on ABCA’s website flip pages) 

 

~Black History Month~ 

Spotlight on African American Contractors 
Series of Articles About Racism  

in the Construction Industry 
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