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Introduction

The skilled labor shortage, constant change orders and material 
delivery delays plagued electrical contractors two years ago. Fast 
forward to today, and contractors reported facing these same 
challenges in an increasingly competitive business environment. 

From 2018 to 2028, the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) projects the 
employment of electricians to increase by 10 percent, which is faster 
than the average of all other occupations. During this decade, the BLS 
expects about 94,600 job openings for electricians per year. The vacancies 
will stem from workers who retire or leave the electrical job force. 

Looking forward, electricians who have a wide variety of skills — solar 
photovoltaic installation, industrial component wiring and electronic systems 
repair — will have the best opportunities, according to the BLS.
“Increases in construction spending and demand for alternative energy 
sources will drive demand for electricians,” the BLS stated in its Occupational 
Outlook Handbook.

As the electrical contracting industry continues to evolve, Electrical 
Construction & Maintenance (EC&M) magazine is keeping tabs on the 
marketplace. For example, EC&M recently partnered with ABB on the 2020 
State of the Industry Report to take a close look at the needs and preferences 
of electrical contractors.

A total of 427 respondents, including executive managers, project managers, 
installers engineers, purchasing employees, facility managers and other 

electrical professionals (Fig 1) voiced their opinions on everything from trends 
to training to technology. Nearly half of these respondents spend 75 percent 
or more of their time in the field. (Fig 2)

For the 2020 survey, 58 percent reported having 30 or more years in the 
electrical industry, while only 5 percent had five years or less of experience 
(Fig 3). The highest number of respondents fell in the 55- to 64-year-old age 
group, with 54.8 as the average age of respondents. Seventy-nine percent 
were 45 years or older and 8 percent were less than 35 years old (Fig 4).
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In terms of company size, the respondents also tended to come from smaller 
companies (Fig 5). More than half were employed by companies with 10 or 
fewer employees, while 5 percent of the respondents’ companies employed 
1,000 or more. One in every 10 respondents worked for a company with 500 
or more employees. 

Through the research study, EC&M and ABB were able to pinpoint trends in 
four distinct areas: factors impacting business growth, employee retention, 
training preferences and mobile device usage.
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5 to 9 (6%)

10 to 14 (6%)
15 to 19 (9%)

20 to 29 (17%)

30 or more (58%)

Fig 3. Years in the Electrical Industry

Base: All respondents (n=352).

Fig 4. Respondent Age 

Base: All respondents (n=428).
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In the electrical contracting industry, companies can specialize in a variety of 
different sectors to best serve their clientele. In this latest round of research, 
69 percent reported working in commercial construction. In addition, a large 
share of the respondents’ companies focused on industrial/manufacturing 
or other markets including residential (Fig 6).

Upgrades to existing installations were considered the top source 
of growth for 46 percent of the respondents (Fig 7). These upgrades 
are often focused on modernization, efficiency improvement or  
code compliance.

Every three years, the National Fire Protection Association (NFPA) 
releases a new edition of NFPA 70®, National Electrical Code® (NEC®). 
More than 3,700 public inputs and 1,900 comments were considered 
for the 2020 NEC, which features hundreds of updates and four  
new Articles. These new Code requirements typically expand the scope of 
work for electrical contractors working on modernization projects or new 
construction. For example, electricians are now required to expand their 
installation of ground fault circuit interrupter devices in dwellings. They also 
must install emergency disconnects in a readily accessible location outside 
one- or two-family dwelling units.

Business: Drivers and Detractors
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In addition to making their facilities Code-compliant, building owners 
are also looking for ways to improve energy efficiency. Electrical 
contractors are helping them do so by upgrading lighting systems 
(i.e., replacing incandescent and fluorescent overhead lighting with 
LED technology) in homes and businesses. Electricians are also 
helping clients conserve energy through use of occupancy sensors 
and more energy-efficient appliances. Through the installation of 
renewable energy systems such as rooftop photovoltaic panels, 
electrical contractors are also partnering with renewable energy 
integrators to supply clean and green energy.

As the federal government looks to reduce energy use in existing 
and new federal buildings by 30 percent, electrical contractors will 
be needed to perform energy audits, according to a blog titled, “the 
Future of Electrical Contracting,” on the Independent Electrical 
Contractors Web site. In addition, electricians can also perform 
residential energy audits to help homeowners to determine how 
they can reduce their electricity bill while conserving energy.

In the next one to two years, 19 percent of the respondents also expect 
to experience strong growth in greenfield and new construction 
installations. Throughout the country, projects from high-rise office 
buildings to medical office buildings are now underway, boosting 
the demand for electrical work.

Survey respondents also expect to see strong growth from other 
projects including fiber-optic installation, traffic signals and lighting. 
Generators, road construction and new home remodeling and 
renovation were mentioned as strong segments as well.
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Fig 6. Common Applications

Base: All respondents (n=426). Up to two answers allowed.

Fig 5. Company Size – Number of Employees

Base: All respondents (n=428).
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Due to the nature of the industry, electrical contractors expect to 
face not only opportunities, but also challenges (Fig 8). Even more 
respondents reported difficulty finding and retaining qualified employees 
in 2020 than in 2018, but fewer named general economic conditions as a  
top challenge.

Two years ago, 42 percent of the survey respondents considered general 
economic conditions such as the GDP and interest rates as one of the top 
two factors impacting the growth of their business. 

For 2020, that percentage plunged down 11 percentage points, but it is still 
a pain point for some electrical contractors. 

Case in point: one respondent mentioned depressed agricultural markets as 
presenting a major challenge to its business operations.

In addition, stagnant or retracting market segments are a top concern for 
respondents, signaling the ebb and flow of certain markets in the electrical 
contracting markets. For example, Dodge Data & Analytics reported a dip in 
February 2020 in its Momentum Index, reflecting declines in both commercial 
and institutional sectors. Meanwhile, the February construction starts slid 1 
percent due to a drop in residential and non-building markets.

Also challenging electrical contractors are a plethora of other factors, 
which can impact on-time and within-budget job completion  
(Fig 9). 

Poor design once again ranked high on the list, but for 
2020, this question had even more votes for the top spot 
and tied with change orders. For example, one electrical 
contractor reported receiving “poor and non-specific 
scopes/prints from contractors and landlords.”

Coming in a close third was delays with material delivery 
and logistics. For example, some electrical contractors 
have experienced challenges such as brick-and-
mortar distribution and supplier facilities cutting back 
on inventory or a higher cost of material due to trade 
wars. Two respondents also noted that material is not 
available locally or their company is not in proximity of 
a full-service electrical supplier.
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Fig 7. Source of Growth

Base: All respondents (n=421).
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Rounding out the top four was weather delays. As electrical contractors 
know all too well, weather conditions can make or break a project schedule, 
leading to unforeseen delays across the board. Beyond these challenges, the 
respondents also expressed other concerns, such as increased competition. 
One respondent reported serving an “area saturated with competition and 
bootleg/unlicensed contractors,” while another said that the unlicensed 
handymen are doing electrical work at lower rates.

Contractors are also contending with the rising cost of doing business — 
taxation, insurance and other expenses — as well as increasing regulations. 
Due to the nature of the construction industry, electrical contractors must 
often work alongside other trades, which can pose challenges beyond a 
company’s control, impacting on-time and within-budget job completion.

For example, carpenters and framers often control the schedules, and 
electricians can’t finish their work until the other tradesmen complete their 
jobs, a respondent stated. Also, one individual wrote, “inefficient general 
contractors are driving the pace of jobs,” while another referred to “weak 
leadership of GC project managers.”
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Fig 9. Factors Impacting On-Time and Within-Budget  
Job Completion

Base: All respondents (n=419 in 2020 and n=745 in 2018). Up to two answers allowed. 
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Two years ago, difficulty responding and retaining qualified employees was 
a top factor negatively impacting business growth. Today, 10 percent more 
of the respondents — 63 percent — listed the skilled labor challenge as one 
of their top two business challenges.

For example, one respondent says that a factor that is having a negative 
impact on business growth is the ability to “find experienced people who 
have the ability to troubleshoot and repair.” 

“The trade schools are producing barely entry-level candidates,” the 
respondent adds. “There is a giant hole, and it is getting bigger.”

Another respondent is on the search for qualified and experienced foremen. 
When looking for new employees, however, it’s often challenging to find 
skilled workers who can work efficiently and foresee the upcoming issues 
on a project. In addition, few if any are willing to manage projects and take 
on more responsibility, the respondents commented.

One respondent put it this way: “Regardless of union or non-union, the 
difficulty of qualified field help at all levels is difficult to find and retain.”

New for 2020, EC&M and ABB asked respondents which area they would 
like to focus on, and investment in field installation such as foremen and 
installers rose to the top with 44 percent (Fig 10). Contractors are also looking 
for administrative help or electrical inspectors. Others stressed the need for 
more modern equipment and additional service trucks.
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Other
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Fig 10. Areas for Investment

Base: All respondents (n=426).

Recruiting and Retaining Employees
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Electrical contractors are not only challenged with finding qualified employees, 
but also retaining them. To keep employees from walking out the door, 
contractors are focusing on competitive wages and compensation (Fig 11). 
Both in 2018 and 2020, competitive wages came out on top followed by a 
positive company culture and non-wage compensation such as a company 
truck, 401K, health care or paid time off.

Even so, electrical contractors are facing challenges with workforce retention. 
For example, one individual stated, “so much work available nationwide 
causes workers to leave for other jobs,” and another mentioned the difficulty 
in young employees’ desire to stay in the trade.
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Fig 11. Key Factors Impacting Employee Retention

Base: All respondents (n=426).
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Even when electrical contractors bring a new employee on board, however, 
they may struggle with other issues, which impact retention, such as a lack 
of proper education and skills or a poor attitude and work ethic.

To keep employees engaged and feeling valued, electrical contractors should 
consider investing in their training programs. Just as in 2018, hands-on training 
in the field was the most preferred method of training, followed by in-person 
or lunch-n-learn training and online training modules (Fig 12).

Industry conferences or trade shows slid 6 percentage points but stayed in 
fourth place. A new answer for 2020 — YouTube how-to style videos — captured 
22 percent of the votes for the top three training methods.

On YouTube, electrical professionals can view videos highlighting revisions 
to the NEC, brush up their knowledge on work methods and practices, and 
get tips on starting up an electrical contracting business or succeeding in 
the electrical trade.

Beyond YouTube, self-directed training opportunities also help 
electrical professionals learn the skills and education they need 
to stay competitive. As far as the timing, respondents voiced a 
stronger preference for weekdays either during or after work hours 
(Fig 13). Weekends only garnered 9 percent of the responses while  
on-demand stayed at a steady 30 percent.  For example, one respondent 
completes self-directed training when available and convenient.
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When taking time out of their busy schedules to do training, the respondents 
voiced a strong preference for courses that offers continuing education unit 
(CEU) credits (Fig 14). Oftentimes, when it comes to training, electricians look 
for opportunities to learn more about the Code, especially with the recent 
revision of the NEC.

To keep up with code and standard changes, Code change seminars came 
out on top with 59 percent (Fig 15). Respondents also prefer to learn via 
self-study and education or by reading online or print trade magazines such 
as EC&M, which offers regular Code-related content.

With every new release of the NEC, one company hires a certified trainer to 
give its employees a 10-week course. Another respondent opts for a 21-hour 
Code refresher course, while another relies upon online CEU update courses.

When it comes to managing their business, electrical contractors rely heavily 
on Excel, project management/quotation software and mobile apps (Fig 16). 
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Of interest, from 2018 to 2020, the number of respondents using Excel slipped 
from 51 percent to 42 percent. Correspondingly, more electrical professionals 
are relying upon project management software and mobile apps than in  
the past.

EC&M and ABB also asked the survey participants about using smart 
technologies via the Internet of Things (IoT) to transfer data from traditional 
electrical equipment to the cloud for advanced analytics, tracking and 

monitoring (Fig 17). Forty-five percent noted they have no practical 
applications in this area yet, while 33 percent indicated some limited  
customer inquiries.  

By breaking down this question further, the larger firms with 500 or more 
employees were more apt to be installing or specifying smart technologies 
today (Fig 18). Those companies with 100 to 499 employees had some limited 
customer inquiries and those with less than 100 employees plan to do so in 
the next five years.

In the residential market, electrical contractors are installing smart appliances, 
which can track energy usage and save electricity. Meanwhile, in the 
commercial sector, hotels are hiring installers to infuse smart technology 
into every guest room. Guests can now use their mobile phones to open their 
doors and control the lighting, temperature and television.

Fig 16. Business Management Tools Leveraged

Base: All respondents (n=402 in 2020 and n=745 in 2018). Multiple answers allowed.
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It’s rare today if an electricians’ toolbox lacks mobile technology. More than a 
third of survey respondents reported using mobile devices on the job (Fig 19). 
Specifically, 87 percent of the respondents indicated the use of smartphones. 
With smartphones, electricians can snap photos of their installations, receive 
work orders and instantaneously communicate with their crews. 

Laptops and tablets are also frequently 
used on the job site. For example, electrical 
contracting professionals can create and review 
documentation and electrical designs on the go. 
Specifically, survey respondents use these devices 
to access contract documents and diagrams, 
perform pre-task planning and review inspection 
forms and training documentation. 

Coinciding with the release of the 2020 NEC, 65 
percent of respondents are most likely to access 
the Web to search for codes and standards Web 
sites and apps. For NEC information, they often 
scroll through code reference books or turn 
to electrical inspectors, engineers or the state 
electrical board (Fig 20) for assistance.
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Going Mobile
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In addition, they access product manuals and product 
specs. Seventy-five percent of them access installation 
instructions, 73 percent look up product specifications, 
and 71 percent review codes and standards requirements 
(Fig 21). If they need further help, they reach out for 
manufacturer technical support. When contacting 
manufacturers, the respondents voiced a preference for 
an email exchange followed by a technical support line or 
manufacturer Web site (Fig 22).

When EC&M and ABB asked survey participants how they 
thought manufacturers should invest in their facilities, (Fig 
23) forty-three percent reported they would prefer to see 
manufacturers improve their manufacturing facilities for 
better product availability and quality. 
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Fig 20. Sources Leveraged for Standards Interpretation
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In addition, they indicated manufacturers can best serve 
electrical contractors by simplifying project management 
through online tools or expanding market coverage with more 
distributor locations and online availability.

The contractors also stated that manufacturers should 
provide better and more accurate documentation and provide 
easier and more convenient access to the resources without 
requiring user registration. 

They also felt the companies should offer direct contact 
for product installation and troubleshooting, make prints 
available online and improve communication with them. 
Finally, manufacturers should consider shifting manufacturing 
back to North America, improve the quality of their products 
and keep materials in stock.

“They should maintain higher quality even if it costs more,” one  
individual stated.
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Fig 21. Information Accessed by Mobile Devices by Field Employees
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Beyond their views of the manufacturing community, the survey also 
pinpointed trends related to social media usage by electrical contractors. In 
the electrical industry, social media is no longer just for employees’ personal 
use. Instead, social media can be a tool for electrical contractors to build 
their business, spread awareness and recruit new employees and clientele.

Two years ago, the respondents gave us a 
glimpse into their most commonly used 
social media platforms for work-related 
purposes. Facebook and Youtube both 
increased 13 percent from the previous 
survey. LinkedIn remained steady, and 
Instagram, Twitter and online forums all 
experienced modest increases in usage 
(Fig 24).

Breaking down this question by age, 
the use of commonly used platforms 
— Facebook, Instagram, LinkedIn and 
Pinterest — was highest in the 18- to 
34-year-old age group (Fig 25). YouTube, 
however, was most popular in the 35- to 
54-year-old age group with 49 percent of 
the respondents including the platform 
in their preferred work-related social  
media sites.

Spotlight on Social
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Fig 22. Preferred Method of Contact with Manufacturers
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By viewing video clips on YouTube, users can brush up on their knowledge 
of specific topics and learn how to perform certain job-site tasks. 

In addition, they can showcase progress on their electrical construction 
projects or provide electrical safety tips to their customers.

The skilled labor shortage will likely be a challenge for years to come due 
to the waves of the retiring workforce. Through training and development 
programs, however, electrical contractors can do their part to not only recruit, 
but also retain, electrical workers to power the future of their business.
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Fig 23. Top Investment Choices
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Fig 24. Social Media Platforms for Work-Related Purposes
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Fig 25. What social media platforms do you use for work-related purposes?


