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Overview of Workers in Residential Construction
In 2010, there were over 130 million housing units in the US, with two thirds of Americans
owning homes.* Whether we rent an apartment or own a house or condo, our homes play a vital
role not just in providing us with shelter, but also in anchoring us to our community. Our homes
are where we raise our families, where we invest our savings, and are often also our children’s
inheritances.

Our homes are also help drive economic growth and of the creation of job opportunities. The
number of new homes and housing units we build, remodel, or repair plays a large role in
determining the health of our economy. Under normal economic conditions, housing accounts
for more than 17 percent of gross domestic product, and some estimates suggest that each new
home constructed creates three jobs—half of which are created within the construction sector.?

The Great Recession, rooted in the housing market, led to sharp declines in the number of new
homes built as well as a significant decline in employment for residential construction workers,
many of whom were already struggling with low-wages and poor working conditions. From
2006 to the end of 2009, employment in residential construction fell by nearly 40 percent, with
over 1 million jobs lost in the sector.?

Recent evidence suggests, however, that the housing market may have finally begun a growth
cycle. New home construction in July 2012 was up nearly 30 percent since July 2011, according
to a report from the Commerce Department. While new-home construction is still less than half
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of what it averaged in the ten years leading up to the recession,* many believe the worst is behind
us and the housing market is poised for a recovery. As the economy recovers, construction is one
of the industries projected to add the most jobs through 2020.

Housing plays a vital role in our lives, as well as in job creation and economic growth in our
country, but who are the people who build our houses, apartments, and condos? What working
conditions do these workers face and what wages to they earn? Below, we profile workers in
residential construction.

The Structure of the Residential Construction Market and Workforce Data Implications
The residential market in construction is characterized by many small contractors who may have
only three or four employees,” and the work of building homes often involves a complicated
arrangement of contracting and sub-contracting relationships. Large, brand-name, home builders
often employ project management professionals to manage the overall construction process, but
rarely employ the actual carpenters, plumbers, electricians, laborers, and others who do the
building work.

In 2011, only 14 percent of workers in the construction industry were members of unions,® and
in the residential market that proportion is likely far smaller, as the residential segment of the
construction industry is generally not represented by organized labor, even in areas that have
strong union representation in other parts of the workforce. For example, a 2007 report by the
Fiscal Policy Institute found that only five percent of residential construction workers belonged
to a union in New York City, which is one of the most union dense cities in the country.’

Irregular hiring practices and labor law violations have also been documented at a relatively high
rate in the construction labor market. Residential construction workers are also often
misclassified as independent contractors. Workers in residential construction are also often hired
by construction contractors through an informal hiring arrangement—also known as “paying
under the table”. Over 20 percent of residential construction workers in New York in 2007 were
“paid off the books,” and another 16 percent were misclassified by their employer as
independent contractors.®

These practices skew the public data referring to employment in the residential construction
market because the Department of Labor’s data often relies on self-reporting by employers in
order to represent their payrolls. Essentially, “paying under the table” and misclassifying their
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employees as independent contractors can mask the true number, demographics, occupations,
and wages of workers.

Below, we use a mix of data from the Department of Labor as well as research from academics
and others studying construction in order to better understand the workforce of the residential
construction industry.

Workforce Size and Occupations

The US Department of Labor’s Bureau of Labor and Statistics estimated that nearly 1.5 million
people were employed in construction occupations in residential construction in July 2012,°
although given the irregularities described above, this may be an underestimate. These workers
may be involved in pouring concrete, roofing, plumbing, painting, as well as electrical work on
new homes, home additions/ alterations, or home repair and maintenance. Residential
construction firms typically specialize in one of these tasks.

Day laborers are commonly employed in this part of the construction market. A 2006 report from
the Center for the Study of Urban Poverty at UCLA revealed that nearly 120,000 people are
working or searching for work as day laborers each day in the US. The majority of these day
laborers are employed by homeowners or construction contractors as construction laborers,
gardeners and landscapers, painters, roofers, and drywall installers.™®

Workforce Demographics

The construction workforce in the US is comprised primarily of white male workers, with Latino
workers playing an increasing role. In 2011, 9.2 percent of construction workers were female,
5.5 percent were black, and 20 percent were Hispanic or Latino.'* The median age of
construcgon workers has been increasing, standing at 41.6 years in 2011—an increase from 37.2
in 1985.

In contrast, in its survey of day laborers, the UCLA Center for the Study of Urban Poverty found
that over 85 percent were born in either Mexico or another country in Central America. Further,
98 percent were male, and 66 percent had less than nine years of education.™® A study by the Pew
Hispanic Center estimated that in 2008 undocumented immigrants made up approximately 17
percent of the construction workforce. This figure was an increase from 10 percent in 2000.*
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Wages and Benefits in Construction

Wages in the construction industry can vary widely, and many jobs pay very well. Data from the
Bureau of Labor and Statistics indicate that construction workers earned a median of $19.15 an
hour in 2011. At the same time, the average hourly wage for some lower-level positions was
between $11.00 and $13.00."> Yet many workers’ wages were unreported due to
misclassifications or informal working arrangements. Nevertheless, using official data, 18
percent of construction workers can be classified as low-wage—meaning they earn less than
two-thirds of the median wage.'® Wages in the residential market, where there is less union
density, have traditionally been lower than those in the non-residential market, with construction
workers on the non-residential side earning almost $4.00 more per hour than those in
residential.'’

Given the variety of contracting and subcontracting relationships in residential construction,
oversight and enforcement of wage and labor laws, including prevailing wage requirements, can
be minimal, further depressing wages. A survey of commercial and residential workers in Austin,
Texas, found construction workers earned an average of only $10 an hour.*® This figure parallels
the estimates for overall day laborers across the US.*

Other challenges for low-wage construction workers, particularly those with day labor
arrangements, include non-payment of wages and lack of employment benefits. For example, a
survey in Austin found that 20 percent of construction workers—many of whom rely on
temporary day labor—reported being denied payment. In addition, half of the construction
workers who worked more than 40 hours per week reported that they were not paid for overtime,
76 percent lacked health insurance, and 87 percent had no sick days.?

Working Conditions, Safety, and Health

Construction workers often work outside in extreme weather conditions and are exposed to
several different types of injury. According to the Bureau of Labor and Statistics, construction
laborers can experience burns, cuts and falls from ladders and scaffolding, and injuries from
lifting and carrying heavy objects and materials.?
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While safety of construction workers has been improving steadily for several years, the industry
is still plagued by high rates of injury and death. 19% of fatal occupational deaths in 2010 came
from the construction industry, which makes construction the deadliest work environment for
employees. According to the Bureau of Labor and Statistics, over four percent of construction
workers experienced an occupational injury or illness in 2010, which amounted to nearly 75,000
injuries in the US.?? Looking at the construction industry as a whole, the residential sector
accounts for a disproportionate number of injuries each year. According to the Occupational
Safety and Health Administration, approximately 40,000 residential construction workers are
injured on the job each year.?®

Workforce Projections

As the US emerges from recession, we can expect home building and improvement projects to
increase alongside commercial and infrastructure developments, and the demand for construction
workers to increase. Indeed, one-fourth of the 25 fastest growing occupations from 2010 to 2020
are related to construction.?* Further, as the construction workforce ages, more skilled
construction workers will be needed. As the housing sector recovers and more workers are
employed in residential construction, it is important to consider the quality of employment
created.
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