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Stabilizing labor market,
cautious optimism

The U.S. labor market entered Q1 2026 on more stable
footing, with modest improvements in hiring activity
following a slower close to 2025. Unemployment
edged down slightly, and construction unemployment

improved to just under 6%, signaling continued demand

for skilled labor despite broader economic caution. }\
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Construction employment continues to grow at a
measured pace. While job gains remain positive year
over year, hiring is more targeted, with contractors
prioritizing critical roles and project-specific needs

rather than broad workforce expansion.

Wage growth remains elevated as competition for
experienced tradespeople persists. Average hourly
earnings across construction are still trending upward,

reflecting ongoing scarcity in key skilled positions.

Despite some easing, labor availability remains a

constraint. Many firms continue to report difficulty filling

roles, particularly in specialized trades, contributing to

ongoing project delays and extended timelines.
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Persistent cost pressures,
but improving visibility

Material Prices

Material costs remain elevated in Q1 2026, though volatility has
begun to stabilize compared to late 2025. Key inputs such as
copper, steel and energy-related materials continue to carry higher
baseline prices, even as month-to-month fluctuations soften.

Contractors are gaining slightly better visibility into pricing, but
long-term cost certainty remains elusive, especially for projects
with extended timelines.

Tariffs

Tariff policy continues to influence construction costs in meaningful
ways. While no major rollbacks have occurred, the pace of
escalation has slowed, allowing firms to better plan around existing
cost structures.

Even so, tariffs on imported materials continue to elevate project
costs and compress margins, including steel, aluminum and wood
products. For many contractors, these added expenses remain

a key factor in bid pricing and project feasibility.

Diverging momentum across construction segments

The construction sector continues to show mixed performance in early 2026.
Residential construction remains subdued, particularly in single-family housing,
as affordability challenges and financing costs limit new development activity.

In contrast, nonresidential construction continues to provide pockets of strength.
Data centers, infrastructure projects and specialized commercial builds are
sustaining demand for skilled labor, helping offset softness in other areas.

This divergence is shaping hiring strategies, with firms allocating labor
resources more strategically across project types and geographies.
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The overall environment in Q1 2026 is more stable,
but not necessarily easier.

While slightly improved, labor shortages are still a defining challenge.
Cost pressures remain elevated, and project timelines continue to be
vulnerable to workforce gaps.

Contractors that take a proactive approach to workforce planning
are better positioned to navigate uncertainty, control costs and
keep projects on track, especially those leveraging flexible staffing
strategies.

Struggling to attract, hire and
retain qualified tradespeople?

At PeopleReady Skilled Trades (PRST), we connect
experienced tradespeople with opportunities across a
wide range of specialties — including carpentry, electrical,
plumbing, welding, solar installations and more. Whether
you need a single skilled trade worker or coordinated
workforce deployment across multiple projects, we ensure

you have the right personnel on-site, equipped and ready.

Construction and Skilled Labor Report | Q12026 5



(&) peopleready

SKILLED TRADES

About PRST

Our mission is to connect skilled tradespeople and work — a focus we've
upheld since 1987. As part of TrueBlue, PRST has refined the craft of skilled
trades staffing throughout the construction, energy and marine sectors.

We put a scalable workforce within reach

A widespread skilled trades labor shortage is disrupting project timelines and
budgets across the U.S. When you partner with PRST, a scalable, dependable
workforce is within reach — giving your organization the agility to meet
deadlines without sacrificing quality or safety.

We Respect the Craft

Skilled tradespeople are essential to every project’s success. We honor their
expertise by providing them with meaningful opportunities and by delivering
the same level of respect and service to our customers.

Looking for skilled tradespeople for your next project?
Visit skilled.peopleready.com/request-tradespeople.



https://www.trueblue.com/
https://skilled.peopleready.com/staffing/request-tradespeople/



