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WHAT HAPPENED TO THE ECONOMIC RECOVERY?

SUPPLY CHAIN CHALLENGES & INFLATION

Canada recently achieved a milestone that remains elusive in 

America.  After losing nearly 3 million jobs in March and April 

2020, Canada had clawed back all of those jobs by September 

2021, when employment totaled 19.1 million, slightly above the 

pre-pandemic peak.  By contrast, employment in America stood 

5 million below its pre-pandemic tally through September 2021. 

Indeed, the U.S. economy has run into some sizeable 

roadblocks. Economic growth slowed dramatically during 

Q3:2021 while inflation ramped higher.  Between September 

2020 and September 2021, the economy’s aggregate price level 

rose 5.4 percent based on the Consumer Price Index.  Job 

growth has slowed in recent months, with the nation adding just 

194,000 jobs in September according to an initial estimate from 

the Bureau of Labor Statistics after a disappointing August.   

This has not occurred because of a lack of demand for workers.  

Quite the opposite, demand for workers remains at record 

levels.  A recent data release from the Bureau of Labor Statistics 

indicates that the number of available, unfilled jobs in America 

easily exceeds 10 million.  Construction is associated with 

several hundred thousand available, unfilled jobs.  The 

challenge has been to get people back into the workforce.  

Theories abound regarding the lack of interest in work, including 

fears of infection, vaccine mandates, lack of affordable daycare, 

prior stimulus and unemployment insurance payments, and an 

aggressive cultural shift toward work-life balance.  As of 

September 2021, America’s labor force was 3.1 million people 

smaller than prior to the pandemic’s onset.  

Few economic actors understand inflation as well as America’s 

contractors.  During a recent 12-month period, the Producer 

Price Index for construction inputs rose approximately 19 

percent, with some categories like steel mill products and 

natural gas more than doubling. Ostensibly, demand for 

construction services should be overwhelming in the U.S.  

Liquidity injections fueled by the Federal Reserve have 

supported ultra-low interest rates even in the context of 

elevated inflation.  That allows investors to borrow cheaply.  

Many are looking for ways to deploy capital, including investing 

in real estate.  But the high cost of delivering construction 

services has caused some project owners to delay project start 

dates.  On occasion, projects have been cancelled because they 

no longer work financially, resulting in declining backlog in 

certain segments. 

 

These dynamics may help explain some of Canada’s 

recent experience.  While the broader economy has 

recovered nicely, that nation’s construction industry 

actually lost jobs in September. Construction 

employment declined by nearly 11,000 that month.  

Construction spending was also down (0.7%), thought 

it was up 12.1 percent on a year-ago basis.   

Total construction spending in the U.S. remained 

virtually unchanged in August. Year-over-year spending 

is up 8.9 percent.  A 0.4 percent increase in residential 

spending was offset by a matching 0.4 percent 

decrease in nonresidential spending, with the latter 

segment continuing a downward trend.  Between 

February 2020 and August 2021, total nonresidential 

construction spending in America was down nearly 11 

percent. 

Conventional wisdom suggests that matters should 

improve in 2022.  Global supply chains should become 

more orderly, input and other prices should rise less 

rapidly, and input shortages should dissipate.  A U.S. 

infrastructure package could also help create additional 

construction industry momentum heading into 2023. 

 

 

 

 

• The U.S. economy has recovered 77.8% of the jobs 

lost in March and April, while Canada has recovered 

100.0% of lost positions; 

• In September, construction employment increased 

0.3% in the U.S., while in Canada, construction 

employment dipped 0.8%; 

• In August, year-over-year construction spending was 

down 0.7% in Canada; U.S. spending remained 

virtually unchanged. 

• Residential construction spending in August was up 

23.9% and 17.7% on a year-over-year basis in the 

U.S. and Canada, respectively; 

• Nonresidential construction spending was down 

0.4% on a year-over-year basis in the U.S.; in Canada, 

it rose 2.6%;  

• U.S. input prices fell 0.5% in September, but are 

18.9% higher than a year ago. 
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U.S. CONSTRUCTION INDUSTRY OVERVIEW 

Indicator Values % Change from 
Construction Spending, SA ($Millions) Aug-21 July-21 Aug-20 July-21 Aug-20 
Total Construction $1,584,085 $1,584,038 $1,455,002 0.0% 8.9% 

Residential $795,498 $792,558 $642,031 0.4% 23.9% 

Nonresidential $788,587 $791,480 $812,971 -0.4% -3.0% 

     Lodging $18,872 $19,410 $27,401 -2.8% -31.1% 

     Office $81,163 $81,208 $85,401 -0.1% -5.0% 

     Commercial $88,933 $89,587 $83,196 -0.7% 6.9% 

     Health care $48,196 $48,677 $48,243 -1.0% -0.1% 

     Educational $94,657 $93,874 $102,396 0.8% -7.6% 

     Religious $2,944 $3,023 $3,343 -2.6% -11.9% 

     Public safety $11,562 $11,845 $17,931 -2.4% -35.5% 

     Amusement and recreation $24,476 $24,614 $27,164 -0.6% -9.9% 

     Transportation $56,375 $56,397 $61,379 0.0% -8.2% 

     Communication $21,706 $21,621 $22,519 0.4% -3.6% 

     Power $111,953 $113,588 $110,743 -1.4% 1.1% 

     Highway and street $98,655 $97,225 $96,080 1.5% 2.7% 

     Sewage and waste disposal $28,007 $27,922 $26,054 0.3% 7.5% 

     Water supply $19,401 $19,093 $19,192 1.6% 1.1% 

     Conservation and development $7,628 $7,980 $9,417 -4.4% -19.0% 

     Manufacturing $74,060 $75,417 $72,512 -1.8% 2.1% 

Employment, SA (in thousands) Sept-21 Aug-20 Sept-21 Aug-21 Sept-20 
National Total Nonfarm 147,553 147,359 141,865 0.1% 4.0% 

Construction 7,447 7,425 7,256 0.3% 2.6% 

     Residential building 882 880 826 0.2% 6.8% 

     Nonresidential building 815 811 800 0.5% 1.8% 

     Heavy and civil engineering construction 1,037 1,033 1,018 0.3% 1.8% 

     Residential specialty trade contractors 2,179 2,177 2,098 0.1% 3.8% 

     Nonresidential specialty trade contractors 2,535 2,523 2,513 0.5% 0.9% 

Producer Price Index  Sept-21 Aug-20 Sept-21 Aug-21 Sept-20 
Inputs to Construction Industries 277.5 278.8 233.3 -0.5% 18.9% 

 

CANADA CONSTRUCTION INDUSTRY OVERVIEW 

Indicator Values % Change from 
Construction Spending, SA ($Millions) Aug-21 July-21 Aug-20 July-21 Aug-20 
Total Construction $20,504 $20,655 $18,291 -0.7% 12.1% 

Residential $15,651 $15,927 $13,300 -1.7% 17.7% 

Nonresidential $4,853 $4,728 $4,991 2.6% -2.8% 

Industrial $853 $835 $891 2.2% -4.3% 

Commercial $2,601 $2,562 $2,858 1.5% -9.0% 

Institutional and Governmental $1,399 $1,331 $1,241 5.1% 12.7% 

Employment, SA (in thousands) Sept-21  Aug-20 Sept-21 Aug-21 Sept-20 
Total All Industries 19,131.2 18,974.1 18,388.5 0.8% 4.0% 

Construction 1,421.6 1,432.5 1,365.5 -0.8% 4.1% 

Building Construction Price Index 2021Q2 2021Q1 2020Q2 2021Q1 2020Q2 
Residential Building 132.6 123.3 111.6 7.5% 18.8% 
Nonresidential Building 115 110.9 108.8 3.7% 5.7% 

 


