JUST

CONSTRUCTION & ENGINEERING
SPECIALIST RECRUITERS

ATA CEN
CONSTRU

U—




ICAL LABO
ORTAGE

00

The data centre sector faces its most severe
workforce crisis in history.

With nearly 500,000 additional construction workers
needed across the industry in 2026 and only a fraction of
that number entering the sector, data centre projects
across the country face schedule delays, cost overruns,
and in some cases cancellation or deferral of entire
phases. This is not a temporary disruption caused by a
single market shock. It is a structural challenge built
from demographic inevitability, decades of
underinvestment in vocational training, and the
unprecedented scale of competing construction
demand from Al infrastructure, semiconductor
manufacturing, and renewable energy. It will

persist for at least a generation. For the professionals
already in the sector, this reality creates a career
environment with no equivalent in modern construction
history: sustained wage growth, rapid progression, and
genuine leverage in every hiring conversation.
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Additional workers needed across construction
in 2026

500,000 additional workers needed industry-wide
82% of firms unable to fill open positions

41% of construction workforce retiring by 2031
Limited new entrants to skilled trades

Competition from infrastructure, fab, and energy sectors
Skills gap widening in mission-criticalspecialisms
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1. The demographic cliff

One in five construction workers is currently 55
or older, and the average skilled tradesperson's
age is approaching 43 and rising. With 41% of
the entire construction workforce projected to
retire by 2031, there are simply not enough
younger workers entering the trades to replace
the experience that is leaving the industry. In
data centre construction, where the value lies in
hard-won systems knowledge, this loss is
compounding every year.
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4. Immigration policy impact

Nearly one-third of construction businesses
report that federal immigration enforcement
actions in 2025 caused or contributed directly to
project delays. An industry that has historically
relied on immigrant workers to fill skilled trade
gaps is now operating with a significantly
tighter labour supply, with no near-term policy
shift that would meaningfully reverse this trend.
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2. The perception problem

Despite skilled data centre trades earning
$75,000 to $100,000 and above with strong
benefits, the construction industry continues to
battle a perception problem among younger
generations and their families. Technology sector
wages and working conditions have set a
benchmark that traditional recruitment
narratives struggle to compete with, even when
the reality of data centre construction
compensation is broadly comparable.
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5. Competition from parallel booms

Data centre construction does not compete in
isolation. The same MEP, electrical, and civil trades
are simultaneously sought by semiconductor
fabrication, renewable energy, bipartisan
infrastructure programme works, and advanced
manufacturing. Each sector is offering premium
wages. The result is a bidding war for talent that
raises costs across all of them simultaneously, with
no relief in sight.
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3. Decades of vocational
underinvestment

The US education system spent two decades
systematically steering students toward four-
year degrees and away from vocational
training. High schools eliminated shop classes
and trade programmes. The result is a
structural shortage of trained MEP, electrical,
and civil craftspeople entering the market.
Rebuilding those pipelines takes time that the
current construction boom does not have.
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82%

Of firms report craft worker
openings are harder to fill than
the previous year

The proportion of firms
struggling to fill positions has
been rising every year. Despite
wages increasing at 12-18%
annually in the data centre
sector, the gap between
available workers and open
positions is not closing at a
meaningful rate. Hiring
managers routinely describe
roles going unfilled for 3-6
months, even with competitive
packages on the table.

41%

Of the construction workforce
is projected to retire by 2031

The retirement wave is not a
future risk: it is already
underway. Every year,
thousands of experienced
superintendents, estimators,
project managers, and
commissioning engineers
leave the industry, taking
irreplaceable institutional
knowledge with them. Firms
that are not actively investing
in succession and
development are already
feeling the consequences on
live programmes.

90+

Days average time-to-hire for
senior data
centre construction roles

Finding, vetting, and onboarding
a senior project manager,
superintendent, or
commissioning manager in the
data centre sector now typically
takes more than 90 days from
initial search to start date. On a
programme running at $1M or
more per day in contractor costs,
every week a senior position
remains vacant represents real
andmeasurable schedule and
quality risk.

30%

Of firms cite immigration
enforcement as a direct
contributor to project delays

Immigration policy changes
enacted in 2025 have removed a
significant buffer from the
skilled trades labour market that
the construction industry has
relied on for decades. The effect
has been immediate and
widespread, with contractors in
high-growth markets like
Northern Virginia, Phoenix, and
Dallas reporting acute shortages
on specific trade categories as a
direct result.
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DATACENTRECONSTRUCTION:

Data centre construction demands knowledge Beyond the technical requirements, data centre
that general commercial construction workers do construction places demands on professionals that not
not have and cannot easily acquire: all construction workers are willing to meet:

Uptime Institute Tier criteria and the design and 24/7 construction operations on fast-track
operational implications of each tier programmes where stopping is not an option
Commissioning protocols across all five levels, and Hyperscale operator oversight from embedded
the coordination discipline required to execute client teams who understand

them on a live construction programme construction and monitor schedule in real time
Phased energisation and the ability to manage Zero-tolerance safety culture with consequences

parallel construction and live operations that are immediate and non-negotiable
simultaneously

Commissioning activities running concurrently

Power infrastructure installation: MV switchgear, with active construction on adjacent phases

generators, UPS systems, automatic

transfer switches Tight sequencing reqwrements where a delay in
one trade creates cascading
Cooling system installation: CRAC, CRAH, chillers, consequences across the entire programme

cooling towers, and the emerging
liquid cooling category

NFPA 70E electrical safety compliance in

: 1ce ) The Result:
environments where the cost of an incident is

not only human but operational Even with premium wages firmly established
. in the sector, many experienced
DCIM platform literacy and the data management . . .
- construction professionals actively choose
expectations of hyperscale operator teams

not to work in data centre. The
combination of pace, pressure, and
specialisation requirements narrows the
effective talent pool further than headline
labour shortage numbers suggest.

This specialisation means data centre projects cannot
simply draw from the general construction labour pool.
They need professionals who have built this knowledge
over years on mission-critical programmes, a pool that the
current rate of growth is outpacing significantly.



THE BUSINESS IMPACT

F50,000-75,000
Economic Reality: Replacing senior construction
leadership costs $50,000- $75,000 per position after
recruiting, onboarding, and productivity loss. This
economic pressure is pushing firms to dramatically
improve retention strategies.

The demand-supply imbalance creates
cascading consequences across the data centre
construction ecosystem:

>

For Project Owners

Extended Timelines:

projects routinely build in 10-15%
schedule float for labour-driven
delays. Senior placements now take
90 days or more.

Cost escalation:

wages rising at 12-18% annually in
data centre markets, with material
costs compounding on top. Change
orders more frequent.

Reduced competitive tension:

fewer qualified contractors

willing to bid on complex hyperscale
work, shifting

negotiating leverage toward GCs.

Quality risk:

pressure to place less experienced
workers into senior roles creates
quality and safety exposure that
operators work hard to mitigate.

Programme sequencing risk:

a single key vacancy at a critical
delivery point can create cascading
delays across an entire phase.

>

For contractors and GCs

Margin pressure:

wage increases outpacing billing rate
growth on fixed-price contracts
signed in earlier market conditions.

Selective bidding:

firms are increasingly turning down
work they cannot staff, concentrating
revenue on programmes where they
have an established workforce.

Retention as a strategic priority:

workers with 5 or more years of DC
experience are receiving unsolicited
offers regularly. Losing them mid-
programme is a serious operational
risk.

Training burden:

investing in developing less-
experienced workers while
managing live programme delivery
simultaneously stretches senior
leadership thin.

Framework competition:

securing preferred contractor
positions with hyperscale operators
has become one of the most valuable
strategic objectives in the sector.

For construction
professionals

>

Unprecedented opportunity:

experienced data centre professionals
routinely receive multiple simultaneous
approaches. The market is calling you,
not the other way around.

Wage growth:

double-digit annual increases are now a
baseline expectation for retained talent
at most firms running active DC
programmes.

Career acceleration

promotion timelines that would have
taken 8 years in a normal market are
compressing to 3 to 5 years as firms
build leadership benches in real time.

Completion and retention incentives:

programme bonuses of 10-20% of base,

18-month milestones, and equity-linked
long-term incentive plans are becoming
standard at senior levels.

Burnout risk:

chronic understaffing at pace means
overwork is a real consequence for
those who take on too much. Managing
workload sustainability is genuinely
important.
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@ STRATEGIES TONAVIGATE THECRISIS

While there’s no silver bullet, successful organizations are implementing
multi-pronged approaches:

Long-term investment in talent is the
only structural answer, even when the
returns take years to materialise.

Maximising the productivity of the
workforce that exists, rather than
waiting for a workforce that isn't

Structuring programmes to reduce
labour risk at the point of commitment,
not after it becomes a crisis.

coming fast enough.

» BIM coordination reducing on-site
MEP conflicts and rework

» Factory-built MEP racks, power
assemblies, and cooling

modules reducing field labour by
20-30% on eligible scopes

» Al-driven scheduling optimising
crew deployment across
concurrent phases

» Droneand loT monitoring
reducing the management
overhead on large sites

» Digital commissioning platforms
reducing documentation burden
on Cx teams

Expanded apprenticeship
programmes with data centres
specific MEP and electrical tracks

High school and community
college partnerships to build
awareness of mission-critical
career pathways

Structured mentorship and on-
the-job development programmes
for high-potential early-career
professionals

Competitive total rewards
packages: base plus programme
bonuses, milestone payments, and
long-term incentives

Clear career progression pathways
that give professionals a

reason to stay

Progressive design-build and EPC
models that allow labour
planning to begin at design stage

Multi-project framework

agreements that give contractors
workforce visibility across a
programme pipeline

Early contractor involvement to
sequence long-lead procurement and
prefabrication before labour
constraints bite

Self-performing GC capability
development to reduce subcontractor
dependency on critical trades

Phased programme structuring that
allows workforce to be built
incrementally rather than mobilised at
full scale immediately
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The data centre construction labour shortage
is not a market cycle phenomenon that will
resolve with the next slowdown. The factors
driving it are structural and longdated:

> Baby Boomer retirements will continue through
the 2030s, removing experience from the
industry faster than it can be replaced

> Rebuilding vocational training pipelines and
changing generational perceptions of trades
careers takes at least a decade to show results

> Immigration policy uncertainty creates
persistent risk in a labour market that has
historically depended on that supply

> Infrastructure, semiconductor, renewable
energy, and data centre sectors will
continue competing for the same trades

> Al infrastructure demand ensures data centre
construction remains one of the highest-priority
build types in the economy through at least 2035

The organisations that will thrive are those that act
now:

2 Investing early in technology adoption and
prefabrication capabilities to reduce per-unit
labour requirements

M OUTLOOK

2 Building genuine talent pipelines through
apprenticeships, partnerships, and
structured development programmes

> Offering total compensation packages that reflect
the real scarcity value of
experienced mission-critical professionals

2 Developing a genuine reputation as an employer of
choice in the data centre
construction sector, not just a competitive payer

> Embracing alternative delivery methods that
match the pace of the market rather than
the processes of a slower era

Reality Check:

"The reality is it will take at least a
generation to fully address thelabour
shortage. The organisations winning today
are the ones that stopped waiting for the
problem to solve itself."

Just Construction, 2026 Market Analysis
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	The retirement wave is not a future risk: it is already underway. Every year, thousands of experienced superintendents, estimators, project managers, and commissioning engineers leave the industry, taking irreplaceable institutional knowledge with them. Firms that are not actively investing in succession and development are already feeling the consequences on live programmes.
	Finding, vetting, and onboarding a senior project manager, superintendent, or commissioning manager in the data centre sector now typically takes more than 90 days from initial search to start date. On a programme running at $1M or more per day in contractor costs, every week a senior position remains vacant represents real andmeasurable schedule and quality risk.
	Immigration policy changes enacted in 2025 have removed a significant buffer from the skilled trades labour market that the construction industry has relied on for decades. The effect has been immediate and widespread, with contractors in high-growth markets like Northern Virginia, Phoenix, and Dallas reporting acute shortages on specific trade categories as a direct result.
	just-constructionrec.com


	DATA CENTRE CONSTRUCTION: THE ADDITIONAL LAYER OF DIFFICULTY
	Specialized Knowledge Requirements Data centre construction demands knowledge that general commercial construction workers do not have and cannot easily acquire:
	The intensity of the operating environment Beyond the technical requirements, data centre construction places demands on professionals that not all construction workers are willing to meet:
	Uptime Institute Tier criteria and the design and operational implications of each tier
	24/7 construction operations on fast-track programmes where stopping is not an option
	Commissioning protocols across all five levels, and the coordination discipline required to execute them on a live construction programme
	Hyperscale operator oversight from embedded client teams who understand construction and monitor schedule in real time
	Phased energisation and the ability to manage parallel construction and live operations simultaneously
	Power infrastructure installation: MV switchgear, generators, UPS systems, automatic transfer switches
	Cooling system installation: CRAC, CRAH, chillers, cooling towers, and the emerging liquid cooling category
	NFPA 70E electrical safety compliance in environments where the cost of an incident is not only human but operational
	DCIM platform literacy and the data management expectations of hyperscale operator teams
	Zero-tolerance safety culture with consequences that are immediate and non-negotiable
	Commissioning activities running concurrently with active construction on adjacent phases
	Tight sequencing requirements where a delay in one trade creates cascading consequences across the entire programme
	The Result:

	THE BUSINESS IMPACT
	The demand-supply imbalance creates cascading consequences across the data centre construction ecosystem:
	$50,000–$75,000 Economic Reality: Replacing senior construction leadership costs $50,000- $75,000 per position after recruiting, onboarding, and productivity loss. This economic pressure is pushing firms to dramatically improve retention strategies.

	For Project Owners
	For contractors and GCs
	For construction  professionals

	STRATEGIES TO NAVIGATE THE CRISIS
	While there’s no silver bullet, successful organizations are implementing multi-pronged approaches:
	Technology and prefabrication
	Maximising the productivity of the workforce that exists, rather than waiting for a workforce that isn't coming fast enough.

	Workforce development and retention
	Long-term investment in talent is the only structural answer, even when the returns take years to materialise.
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