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Problems of labor stringency in construc-
tion are the source of continual public comment.
President Johnson has referred to the paradox of
simultaneous unemployment and labor shortages in
construction.?2 In 1966, for example, there
were, on annual average, 297,000 construction
unemployed, or 7.1 percent of the wage and
salary work force in the industry. Construc-
tion trade journals continually refer to
serious shortages of building tradesmen.
adequacy of trained manpower has become an
issue of importance in the prospects for a sig-
nificant campaign to rebuild the cities. The
level of public interest in the manpower situa-
tion in construction requires that some
analysis of manpower patterns be attempted.

The

The labor shortages which occur in con-
struction are generally confined to certain
crafts and to specific areas. The simul-
taneous existence of areas of labor shortage
and of significant unemployment results primar-
ily from less than perfect geographic mobility
of craftsmen, and from the differing occupa-
tional requirements of jobs. The construction
industry is characterized by remarkably swift
variations in the geographic locus and composi-
tion of building activity. Thus, in construc-
tion a high degree of worker mobility and labor
force elasticity to variations in demand, rela-
tive to other industries and occupations, might
be inadequate to prevent transitional shortages
and surpluses.

In the short run, the construction labor
force appears considerably more flexible than
is commonly supposed. Indeed, flexibility of
the labor force as compared with other indus-
tries is an outstanding characteristic of
construction.4 A considerable degree of flexi-
bility is due to the seasonal expansion of
employment which occurs in construction. For
example, for construction craftsmen other than
carpenters, expansion in the construction labor
force has averaged some 76.5 percent of the net
increase in employment in spring months, 1961~
1966, (reduction in the numbers of the con-
struction unemployed has accounted for the
remaining 23.5 percent of the increased number
of the employed). For carpenters the statistic
is identical (76.5); for laborers it is 161.9
percent.5 However, the large non-seasonal
variations in construction demand which occur
in local areas and rapid shifts in the composi-
tion of output also contribute to variations in
the industry's labor force. Thus the ratio of
persons employed at some time during the year
to annual full-time jobs is quite high for
construction. In 1963, some 5.4 million
workers were employed in contract construc-
tion to fill 3.0 million full-time jobs -- a
ratio of 1.8 workers to jobs. In manufacturing
the ratio was about 1.30 for that year.6
Certain building trades skills seem widely
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distributed throughout the economy,7 and the
construction industry seems able to increase
its work force in brief periods at a fairly
rapid rate and to a very large degree.

The number of man-hours available to con-
struction firms may be increased within a brief
period either by expanding the number of persons
available for employment or by more intensive
utilization of the existent labor force. This
paper is concerned with increasing the supply of
labor. However, the number of man-hours
obtained by better utilization of the work force
(for example, continuing operations further into
the winter than is customary)8 might be large.
In fact, it appears that one might distingquish
two construction labor forces.? The one consists
of journeymen fairly regularly employed by a
contractor or homebuilder -- his key men. The
contractor is often quite reluctant to allow
these employees to go elsewhere, and may even be
willing to undertake jobs simply to keep them on
his staff during slack in the building market.l0
Alternatively, there are craftsmen who follow
the traditional pattern of the journeyman,
following the work and going from employer to
employer (and, perhaps, industry to industry).
It is possible, if a man is a desirable employee
and fortunate, to accumulate considerable work-
ing time in this manner -- it is also possible
to be out of work a good part of the year.
Department of Labor surveys indicate, for
example, that a construction worker (defined by
industry of longest job during the year) who has
experienced any unemployment is very likely to
have had two or more spells of unemployment
during the year. (Only in agriculture is the
likelihood of repeated spells of unemployment
sometimes higher than in construction.)ll Con-
sequently, work scheduling, with a view toward
reduced seasonality of employment, for example,
could significantly increase the degree of utili-
zation of the existent labor force either in an
area or nationally.

Expanding the Supply of Labor

The number of employees of a particular
craft working on a particular type of construc-
tion in a given area might be expanded by
attracting workers from other types of construc-
tion, from non-construction industries, from
other occupations, or other areas.l2 For
example, the work force of carpenters on resi-
dential jobs might be increased by drawing
carpenters from employment on commercial con-
struction in the same locality. Or carpenters
might be drawn from the maintenance crews of
local manufacturers. Again, carpenters from
residential construction in other geographic
areas might arrive for employment; or persons
employed in other occupations might be induced
to take carpenters' jobs. An occupational
change might involve mobility from other con-
struction crafts, or from non-construction occu-
pations. Workers might have had prior experience



with some or all of the skills required of a
residential construction carpenter -- or they
may have had none. Thus, the mobility of
workers may include any or all of the four
basic dimensions listed above. In the usual
case, the shift of workers into construction
jobs probably includes movement along more than
one of these dimensions. 1In analyzing the
mobility of construction workers, the most
interesting cases involve the interactions
among geographic, occupational, and industrial
mobility.

Currently we possess only the most rudi-
mentary information concerning the size and
character of manpower flows to and from con-
struction. At best, we are able in some cases
to measure flows along a single dimension. A
very simple calculation indicates that there
are some 15 combinations possible of the four
basic types of flows mentioned.

The importance of certain types of manpower
flows to construction is apparent even from the
primitive sources of information now available.
For example, the inter-industry mobility of
construction workers is relatively high.

During 1962, men who were employed in contract
construction at some time during the year
averaged employment in 1.204 industry divi-
sions.13 Those employed in manufacturing
averaged employment during the year in only
1.090 divisions; those in mining, 1.008 divi-
sions; those in wholesale and retail trade
(second to contract construction in this
measure), 1.114 divisions.l4

The industrial distribution of earnings
among contract construction workers also indi-
cates considerable mobility. 1In 1957, only
72.3 percent of the approximately five million
male wage and salary workers employed in con-
tract construction earned most of that year's
income from contract construction employment.
With the exception of the service industries,
this was the lowest reported percentage.15
In 1963, for persons whose major source of
earnings was general building construction,
mean annual earnings from all employment were
13 percent higher than mean annual earnings in
general building; for heavy construction the
figure was 14 percent; for highway and street
construction, 13 percent. For workers in blast
furnaces and steelworks, the statistic described
above was 2 percent; in motor vehicles and
equipment, 2 percent. The extent to which con-
struction workers report earnings outside a spe-
cific construction industry is more apparent
when all employees who worked in the industry
(not simply those the majority of whose earnings
are from the specified industry) are considered.
In 1963, for all who worked for general build-
ing contractors, median earnings in general
building were exceeded by all reported earnings
by 62 percent; in highway and street construc-
tion by 67 percent; in heavy construction by
72 percent; in blast furnaces,/steelworks, etc.,
by 4 percent; in motor vehicles and parts, by
8 percent.
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Apparently there is a great deal of occu-
pational mobility for construction craftsmen. A
survey of job shifts by men in 196117 indicated
that approximately one-third of job shifts by
persons initially employed as carpenters were to
non-construction occupation groups (e.g., to
occupations other than those of construction
craftsmen or laborers). Similarly, of 562,000
shifts from construction craft occupations other
than carpenters, 25 percent were into non-
construction occupations. Conversely, over one-
quarter of shifts into carpentry were from non-
construction occupations, and one-quarter of
shifts into other craft occupations in construc-
tion were from non-construction occupations. On
the other hand, only 1.5 percent of shifts from
carpenters' jobs were to other construction occu-
pations; and 1.2 percent of shifts from non-
carpenter construction trades were into car-
pentry.16 This single survey, virtually all the
available information on the occupational mobi-
lity of construction craftsmen, suggests that
occupational mobility within the building trades
is significantly less important than inter-
industry movement.

Considerable research into manpower flows in
construction is needed. Investigators might
begin by specifying the factors which determine
the adequacy of the labor force nationally or in
a particular area to an expected level of con-
struction activity. Among the more important are
the composition of construction demand, the level
of employment in non-construction industries, the
relative wage between construction and other
industries (both among and within occupations),
traditional patterns of labor mobility, and the
size of the labor pool possessing construction
skills.l9 pPressures on the supply of manpower in
construction undoubtedly affect the channels and
determinants of manpower flows. It is likely,
for example, that the tightening of construc-
tion labor markets in recent years is directly
due to the improved unemployment situation
nationally. The 3.2 percent general unemploy-
ment rate for males 16 years and older in 1966
undoubtedly reduced the supply of manpower to
construction. Presumably, tightened labor
markets have been partially responsible for
recent rapid wage increases negotiated in the
industry. However, models specifying the
character of the wage-unemployment connection in
terms of craft and locality cannot now be con-
structed.

The Limitations of the Data

Virtually any hypothesis offered concerning
manpower patterns in construction industries may
find support somewhere in the practices of the
industry. Consequently, data on manpower become
essential to a critical analysis of the industry.
Only with reliable data can the relative impor-
tance of different labor market patterns and
their determinants be assessed. Unfortunately,
the existent data are inadequate for many
important analytic purposes.

Most importantly, data on construction
employment and unemployment by detailed craft



are remarkably sparse. In the absence of these
data it is virtually impossible to have a quan-
titative impression of the state and direction
of the construction labor market. The only
important current sources are the Current
Population Survey and the decennial censuses.20
The Current Population Survey is too limited in
sample size to bear extensive disaggregation by
craft, locality, demographic features, etc. The
Census, of course, occurs only infrequently.

Employment data by detailed craft for
persons employed in contract construction are
generated by the records of trust funds estab-
lished under collective bargaining agreements in
construction. These data include counts of the
number of hours worked by craftsmen covered by
the funds, hours worked by individual employees,
and demographic information concerning these
craftsmen. At present, neither the government
nor any other institution samples these data on
a continuing basis. Such sampling could use-
fully supplement existing employment data on
construction by providing: (1) employment data
by detailed occupation; (2) information on the
degree of utilization of the employed (in terms
of hours worked); and (3) estimates of employ-
ment disaggregated by geographic locality,
craft, and, in some cases, type of contractor.

Sampling of the records of private health,
welfare and pension funds for manpower informa-
tion would require extensive work in sample
design. Most importantly, efforts are necessary
to extend estimates based on fund data to the
non-union sector of construction. Only about
half of the employees in construction are
currently covered by the funds.2l However,
coverage in major cities is virtually complete,
and the number of funds is increasing. Second,
the records of the fund would require adjustment
to a wage period basis. Currently employers are
often in arrears to funds, and when payment of
contributions is made, the contribution hours
are included in the current month's total. The
simple stratagem of requiring contractors, if
errant, to specify the earnings period of con-
tributions could correct the misallocation of
hours worled by time periods.

In addition, current employment data do not
allow adequate analysis of manpower flows in
construction and between construction and other
industries. The Social Security Administra-
tion's Continuous Work History Sample is the
most promising source of inter-industry and
geographic mobility data.22 Unfortunately, the
Social Security Administration collects no
occupational information. However, extensive
data on industrial and geographic mobility by
craft for construction workers might be obtained
by utilizing the records of private trust funds
and the Social Security Administration in con-
cert. Private fund records normally contain
the Social Security number of persons reported
to the funds. With these numbers, the work
experience, in terms of industry of employment,
number of employers, earnings, etc., of crafts-
men could be traced in the records of the
Administration. A final possibility is to tap
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the records of the Internal Revenue Service (IRS)
for occupational information. The IRS collects
on an annual basis the occupation of taxpayers
as well as considerable information as to their
sources of income. Currently, however, IRS does
not publish data on an occupational basis.

Conclusion

Future research into manpower in construc-
tion must undertake to describe and analyze the
flow of craftsmen among industries, occupations,
and areas. Models relating the flow of construc-
tion manpower to the all-industry rate of
unemployment, relative wages among crafts and
industries, traditional patterns of mobility,
training and education efforts, and the level and
composition of construction demand are urgently
needed. 1In order to facilitate this research,
measures of the flow of manpower must be
developed. Data currently available are inade-
quate to isolate the direction, magnitude, or
determinants of these flows. Both the federal
government and the industry itself are
collecting, in one form or another, a large body
of information relating to manpower in construc-
tion. Considerable effort is now required to
make these data accessible to scholars in a form
usable for economic analysis.
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