WINTER 2021

Cost Trends
What’s Changing in Construction Costs?
Current Trends
Welcome to the Winter 2021 issue of Cost Trends from
Hixson!
Like many things in 2020, project planning, design, and
construction was unexpectedly negatively impacted by
the Coronavirus Disease-2019 (COVID-19) pandemic.
In some cases, projects were halted for weeks due to
government mandates designed to stop the spread
of the disease. Other projects were able to continue
by instituting recommended COVID-19 protocols, e.g.,
entry screening, face masks, hand washing, and social
distancing.
Bear in mind that even as the vaccine rollout continues
and the path toward normalcy begins to emerge, the
recovery of this sector may take time, and volatility may
continue. Material supply is one area in which we are
seeing disruptions, including longer lead times and
material price increases. For example, lead times for
steel joist and deck have increased to 4 to 5 months
instead of 8-10 weeks; mill steel prices have shot up in
recent months; softwood lumber prices have increased
more than 37.2% from November 2019; and aluminum
prices also appear to be spiking as demand exceeds
expectations. Note too that conditions in local markets

are varying significantly, with some major cities seeing
much higher than average price increases and shortages.
Skilled labor is another area of unpredictability. The
widespread shortages in skilled labor pre-COVID eased
for a time this past year; however, as projects begin to
return, labor availability may become an issue again.
The reason? Laid off workers nearing retirement and/or
content with unemployment payments may choose to
not return quickly or at all.
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IN THIS ISSUE:
The following cost trends are included in this issue:
1. U.S. Construction Costs
2. Leading Indicators of Construction Industry
3. Construction Spending
4. Construction Backlog Indicator
5. Construction Employment/Unemployment Rates
6. Construction Labor
7. Asphalt Pavement
8. Concrete
9. Structural Steel
10. Stainless Steel
11. Copper
12. Pipe

Given these factors, the selection process for hiring design and construction partners is more important than
ever. Owners must be intentional and selective in their choices, as some firms may have struggled during the
downturn. They may now be financially at risk and/or perhaps they let experienced personnel go and are re-hiring
less experienced personnel to meet needs as business returns. International consulting firm Deloitte notes that
Engineering & Construction (E&C) firms with more diversified portfolios, which are transforming themselves with
modern, advanced technologies, will best absorb the impact created by COVID-19. One positive aspect: Increased
competition to restore backlogs may lead to reduced bids in some instances.
1. U.S. Construction Costs continue to increase.
For January 2021, the annual Construction Cost Index (CCI) as reported in Engineering News Record (ENR)
is +2.1%, Building Cost Index (BCI) is +4.0% and Material Cost Index is +7.8%. In November 2020, the AllItems Consumer Price Index increased +1.2% over the last 12 months. Of the ENR 20 CCIs by city for December
2020, the cities with highest increases were Baltimore and Seattle at +6.0%, Philadelphia at +4.3%, Kansas
at +3.7%, New Orleans at +3.5%, and San Francisco at +3.2%. The 2020 Turner Building Cost Index for nonresidential buildings decreased its value to 1171 in the third quarter of 2020, which is -0.51% less than its second
quarter of 2020.

IN THE NEWS HIGHLIGHTS
COVID-19 resulted in halting many construction projects and many firms expect a long road to recovery in
2021. COVID-19 changed work processes and procedures to reduce the spread.
Presidential Election Results increased the likelihood of Congress passing governmental infrastructure
spending and other construction-related legislation due to one-party control of the House of Representatives,
Senate and the presidency.
Federal Low Interest Rates resulted in low inflation rates and showed positive impact on the construction
industry.
The Stock Market crash and recovery due to COVID-19 impacted all segments of the economy.
Construction Employment, slowed to prevent the spread of COVID-19, was able to recover, but not yet to
its pre-pandemic levels.
The Stimulus Package was helpful for the construction industry during the pandemic. Contractors were
able to retain their employees with emergency loans, which enabled them to rebound.
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2. Leading Indicators of Construction Industry are exhibiting mixed signals in design and construction
activity.
The Architecture Billings Index (ABI) was 46.3 for November 2020, showing a decrease in billings for the month.
The Dodge Momentum Index rose +9.2% per month in December 2020 to 134.6, from the revised November 2020
reading, which includes a +14% increase in commercial building due to increased warehouse planning from the
online shopping demand during the pandemic. For the full year, The Dodge Momentum Index is still down by
-4.8% in 2020 from 2019.
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3. Total Construction Spending was 3.8% higher and private construction spending was 4% higher than
a year ago.
According to the U.S. Census Bureau, total construction spending in November 2020 was $1.459 billion, which is
3.8% higher than a year ago, and total private construction spending in November 2020 was $1.111 billion, which
is 4% higher than a year ago.

4. Construction Backlog Indicator (CBI) was down lower from the previous year.
Average CBI for November 2020 is 7.2 months, which is down from the October 2020 average of 7.7, and a decline
from the November 2019 average of 8.9.
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5. Construction Employment is recovering from job losses incurred during earlier stages of the pandemic.
Construction Employment gained 27,000 jobs in November 2020, according to data from the U.S. Bureau of Labor
Statistics (BLS). Total building construction employment was 6,330,000 in November 2020, down by 122,000 jobs
since November 2019. The November 2020 construction industry unemployment rate was 7.3%, up from 4.4% a
year earlier.

6. Construction Labor costs are mostly flat, but with high rates in some cities.
Per the ENR January 20-City Average, skilled labor costs rose +5.9% in Seattle, +4% in Pittsburgh, 2.8% in
Cleveland and +2.6% in Atlanta. Common labor costs rose +6% in Seattle, +2.9% in Philadelphia, but are mostly
flat in other major cities.
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7. Asphalt Pavement prices have decreased over the last year.
According to the BLS, November 2020 asphalt prices are down -2.9% from a year ago. Per ENR’s January 2021
20-City Average, asphalt prices are down -3.2% from a year ago.

8. Concrete pricing increased this year.
As per the ENR January 2021 20-City Average, annual escalation for ready-mix concrete is +5% higher for 3,000
psi and +1.5% higher for 5,000 psi. Portland cement showed +4.4% change from last year. Reinforcing steel
material prices are down by -7.1% in January 2021 from last year.
9. Structural Steel pricing stabilized this year, but there are reports of recent price increase
announcements.
The ENR January 2021 20-City Average for wide flange steel increased 1.2% above a year ago. The BLS January
2021 for hot rolled steel decreased -1.6% below a year ago. BLS hot rolled steel decreases have not yet been
observed in ENR wide flange steel prices, possibly due to lag between mills and fabricated delivery or other
factors, such as labor.
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10. Stainless Steel sheet prices slightly increased annually.
Per the January 2021 ENR 20-City Average, stainless steel sheet prices have increased 0.2% above a year ago.
11. Copper price jumped from past year after a COVID-19 dip.
Copper prices have been rising to reach its peak in mid-2018. November 2020 prices are 11.7% above a year ago.

12. Pipe prices are varying widely, with some major increases and decreases.
Per annual changes shown in the ENR January 20-City Average for January 2021:
•
Corrugated steel pipe is up +0.3% for 12”, +2% for 36” and +0.6% for 60”
•
Ductile iron pipe is down -0.4% for 6”, -0.9% for 8” and up -1.2% for 12”
•
Reinforced concrete pipe is up +1.4% for 12”, up +5.4% for 24”, up +4.7% for 36” and up +7.7% for 48”
•
PVC sewer pipe is up +5.3% for 4” and up +6.9% for 8”
•
PVC water pipe is up +1.3% for 6”, up +2% for 8”, and down -1.2% for 12”, and
•
Copper water tubing is down -8.5% for ½” and -4.1% for 1 ½”.
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About This Newsletter
Cost Trends is a publication created by the Hixson Cost Estimating department. Having a professional in-house
estimating department is distinctive in design/engineering firms and enables Hixson to fulfill our commitments to
design/engineer a project to an agreed-upon cost, by knowing our clients, their projects, and the areas where those
projects are built.
Because Hixson consistently works on projects throughout North America, we therefore have up-to-date information
on prices and conditions that affect our work. Sources used to compile this edition of Cost Trends include:
•
Miles McClellan Construction
•
American Institute of Architects
•
IHS Global Insight
•
Associated Builders & Contractors, Inc.
•
Kitco
•
Associated General Contractors of America
•
Portland Cement Association
•
Compass International Reports
•
Rider Levett Bucknall Consultants
•
Commodity Online
•
R.S. Means, Quarterly Cost Round-up
•
Construction Data Company
•
Turner Building Cost Index
•
Dodge Data & Analytics
•
U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics
•
Engineering News Record
•
FMI Corporation
•
Deloitte Consulting
•
Contractor, Endeavor Business Media
CONTINUING EDUCATION
Hixson associates regularly participate in continuing professional education events across the country.
To learn more about the events listed below, e-mail Hixson at: info@hixson-inc.com.
• Dodge Construction Outlook 2021
• 2020 North American Virtual Steel Construction Conference
• ASPE, AACE, ACI, CSI Monthly Presentations.
Additional Insights gained by:
• Serving on ASPE National Certification Committee
• Serving as ASPE Chapter Certification Committee Chairman
• Serving as AACE Section President
• Performing construction site visits to Hixson’s projects

CONTACT US
For more information on Cost Trends, please contact:
Michael E. Downing, CPE, LEED AP BD+C
Manager of Cost Estimating
mdowning@hixson-inc.com
www.hixson-inc.com
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