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LABOR

YOUNG ADULTS 
SAY NO TO TRADES
The ongoing labor shortage is one of 
the housing industry’s most pressing 
issues, but according to a recent poll 
conducted by NAHB, the industry can 
expect little relief from young adults 
entering the labor force .

Results of the poll of 2,001 adults be-
tween the ages of 18 and 25 indicate 
that of the 74 percent of respondents 
who said they know their desired career 
field, just 3 percent said they want to 
work in the construction trades. Young 
adults indicated that they are more at-
tracted to careers in the medical field 
(16 percent), management and business 
sector (12 percent), and technology and 
IT (9 percent). Careers in government 
and the performing arts accounted for 3 
percent of respondents’ career choices.

In addition, the poll found that 63 
percent of undecided young adults said 
there was little or no chance that they 
would join the trades, regardless of pay. 
Nearly half of these respondents said 
they didn’t want such a physically de-
manding job, and nearly a third said 
that construction work is difficult. A 
quarter said they want an office job.

When undecided adults were asked 
what annual salary it would take for 
them to consider the construction 
trades, 43 percent said they would 
need to earn $75,000 or more. An equal 
share said they wouldn’t consider the 
trades no matter the pay.

These undecided adults may be un-
aware of the career opportunities that 
the construction industry provides. 
Jill Herman, program director for the 
California Homebuilding Foundation 
(CHF), says that there are more than 
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150 jobs involved with the building and 
selling of just one single-family home. 
Entry-level tradesmen may start out 
pounding nails in the hot sun, but they 

can work their way up to project man-
ager or supervisor, or even own their 
own company. “Careers in construc-
tion can be very diverse, complex, and 

By Michael Chamernik, Associate Editor

[MARKET UPDATE]



12 Professional Builder   June 2017

require a great deal of skill,” Herman 
points out. “There’s just a really big 
misconception about what a career in 
construction actually is.”

Herman directs the CHF’s Building 
Industry Technology Academy, a four-
year construction trades training pro-
gram that’s active in 21 California high 

schools. Students learn construction 
and math skills, work on full-scale 
projects, and network with builders in 
the industry.

Schools across the nation have been 
pushing an academic focus in science, 
technology, engineering, and math-
ematics (STEM) for the past decade in 
an attempt to address the declining 
competitiveness of the U.S. in these 
disciplines. Construction technology 
and training fit these sorts of programs, 
Herman says. Students can apply this 
knowledge to the design-build environ-
ment and find a niche in construction. 
“While there is innovation in our indus-
try,” she says, “you still need those skills 
and that knowledge of how to build a 
house from the ground up. Those are 
careers that aren’t going away.”

Bob Kochmann, president of 
Kochmann Brothers Homes, in Fargo, 
N.D., says that kids today aren’t ex-
posed to the trades and that they of-
ten aren’t used to working with their 
hands. For many students—and for 
many parents—the mindset is col-
lege or bust. “There’s kind of a stig-
ma in high school,” Kochmann told 
Professional Builder, “that if you don’t go 
to college, you don’t quite measure up 
in society. But that’s a misconception.”

Kochmann is involved with the 
Herdina Academy for the Construction 
Trades, a two-week course held during 
the summer where high school students 
are taught building techniques, includ-
ing framing, pouring concrete, installing 
doors and windows, and surveying. He 
says that some students can come in 
totally green and leave the course with 
a solid appreciation for construction, 
even for tougher jobs such as roofing. 

Rather than accumulating student 
debt by embarking on a four-year uni-
versity degree, students can attend a 
trade school, learn a skill, and enter 
the workforce sooner. The industry 
certainly needs them. For the January 
edition of the NAHB/Wells Fargo 
Housing Market Index, 78 percent of 
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builders said that the cost and avail-
ability of labor was a problem in 2016, 
and 82 percent said it was an issue 
they expected to face in 2017. Without 

an influx of younger workers, homes 
will take longer to build, the quality 
of new homes will dip, and prices will 
rise, Herman cautions. 

Kochmann says that the opportunity 
for young workers is there, as skilled 
workers continue to age. For example, 
the average age of plumbers, pipe fit-
ters, and steamfitters is 42 years old, 
according to 2015 data from NAHB. 
Some regional estimates put the aver-
age age of a plumber as high as 55.

“We are going to have one heck of a 
shortage coming up,” Kochmann says. 
“Plumbers are pretty much going to be 
able to dictate what they’re worth.”

PLANNING

MPC TRENDS AND 
ACTIVE ADULTS 
Builders, designers, and developers 
should keep active adults in mind when 
drawing up plans for master planned 
communities (MPCs) in the coming 
years, according to a recent report. 
Produced in conjunction with hous-
ing market research company Meyers 
Research, the home building trade 
show PCBC released its 2017 Trends 
Report on the housing industry, which 
covers new happenings in everything 
from capital markets to multifamily 
housing to building technology.

The report contains a section on 
land planning and development in 
which Randy Jackson, president of 
PlaceWorks, a California-based com-
munity planning and design firm, 
identifies trends in the design of mas-
ter plans. He recommends that devel-
opers target active adults—a group of 
discretionary buyers who are choosy 
about their desired product types and 
floor plans—by including an active-
adult neighborhood with up to 250 
units and offering up to four different 
product types. 

These homes should include fea-
tures such as indoor/outdoor rooms, 
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California rooms, pop-up rooms, and 
double master suites.

Through research with his marketing 
team, Jackson found that active adults 

want their own amenities—private pa-
tios, and parks, pools, and walking trails 
with exclusive access—while still being 
part of a larger community. 

Designing for active adults calls for 
some ingenuity. “The challenge,” Jackson 
tells Professional Builder, “is you have to 
be ADA-adaptable without looking like 
it. You don’t want to have these 100-foot 
ramps heading up to the front door.”

Jackson recommends taking up grade 
gradually, so that buildings no longer 
require steps. To prevent tripping and 
stumbling, walking trails should have 
no loose material, and shaded areas, 
such as places with trees, overhangs, 
and benches, should be evenly spaced 
every few hundred feet.

The Skyline Ranch master plan, in 
Santa Clarita, Calif., is an example of 
these concepts, Jackson says. With a 
total of 1,200 units, there is a separate 
neighborhood of 300 units for active 
adults, which has its own rec center 
but fits within the overall fabric of the 
trail system. “They feel like they are a 
part of the community, but they can 
go home at night and be at their own 
facility overlooking the community,” 
Jackson says.

In addition to designing for active 
adults, diversification is also important 
in MPCs, according to Jackson. A mix of 
eight to 10 house products and price 
points in each village will lure buyers 
of different backgrounds and income 
levels. Dividing the lots into varying 
shapes and sizes makes it easier to 
design different floor plans. Offering 
several product types increases ab-
sorption and minimizes carry cost. 
Each neighborhood has a cap, which 
Jackson sets at between 45 and 90 units 
per product. This enables tighter time 
frames and helps to control material 
and labor costs. Most importantly, buy-
ers can move in at the same time and 
establish a sense of community from 
the start. 

The PCBC report also contains sec-
tions on trends within capital markets, 
multifamily housing, business man-
agement and financial outlooks, home 
technology, and design. To see the full 
report, go to pcbc.com/trends-2017. PB
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