
Workforce of the Future
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Engineering in the 1980s?

Life before CAD



1990s?



Work from Home… need a bigger monitor!2020s?



Look how big those 
monitors are!



Some things have gotten worse nowadays…



Some things have gotten worse nowadays…



Innovation in the face of challenging circumstances

“The lady in the row across from me was 

pretending to throw up in the puke bag 

during the whole boarding process,” 

one user said in response to the video.



•Recent trends & forces affecting the industry

•Where things are headed & how the next 10 years 
will experience more change than the prior 40

• Ideas to position your organization, workgroup, 
personal career for the future

Agenda



Trends & Forces 
Shaping the Industry



Everything is Much More Expensive



Price Changes are Highly Volatile

VARIETY OF COMMODITY INPUTS
% change % change Annualized rate

from Feb 2020 Per year from Oct 2025 from Oct 2025

to Jan 2026: change to Jan 2026: to Jan 2026:

(nearly 6yrs) (3mo) (3mo --> 1YR)

Copper & Brass Mill Shapes 98% 16% 20% 82%

Aluminum Mill Shapes 75% 12% 14% 57%

Steel Mill Products 68% 11% 8% 32%

Switchgear, Switchboard, Industrial Controls Equipment 68% 11% 4% 15%

Rebar 53% 9% 6% 22%

Gypsum Products 52% 9% -1% -4%

Construction Sand, Gravel, and Crushed Stone 51% 8% 1% 6%

Cement & Concrete Product Manufacturing 44% 7% 2% 7%

Plastic Construction Products 38% 6% 2% 9%

Deep Sea Transportation of Freight 38% 6% -1% -3%

Ready-Mix Concrete 36% 6% 0% 1%

Lumber and Plywood 32% 5% 1% 3%

Ashpalt Paving & Roofing Materias 38% 6% 0% 1%
0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

120%

140%

Ju
l-

2
0

O
ct

-2
0

Ja
n

-2
1

A
p

r-
2

1

Ju
l-

2
1

O
ct

-2
1

Ja
n

-2
2

A
p

r-
2

2

Ju
l-

2
2

O
ct

-2
2

Ja
n

-2
3

A
p

r-
2

3

Ju
l-

2
3

O
ct

-2
3

Ja
n

-2
4

A
p

r-
2

4

Ju
l-

2
4

O
ct

-2
4

Ja
n

-2
5

A
p

r-
2

5

Ju
l-

2
5

O
ct

-2
5

Ja
n

-2
6



Pricing Impacts differ by market sector
% change 

from Feb 2020 Per year

to Jan 2026: change
(nearly 6yrs)

51% Office 8.5%

47% Warehouse 7.8%

46% Industrial 7.6%

43% All Non-Residential 7.1%

36% Healthcare 6.1%

37% School 6.1%

35% Maintenance & Repair 5.9%
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% Change 

from Feb 2020

to Jan 2026:

43.5% Inputs PPI (goods)

42.5% Bids
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Bid are nearly sync’d with Materials Escalation





Lead Times Remain Elevated



• 90% say supply chains are less reliable than pre-COVID
• Got bad, started to get better, got worse again and haven’t improved much over last couple of 

years

• 50% say vendor delivery dates or promises are less reliable
• Once selected, suppliers know they have leverage so are incentivized to say one thing to get the 

job, and then change it once they have it

• Majority of procurement/orgs are looking to make contract “tighter” or have “stricter penalties” 
to accommodate this

• 100% say the workforce is less reliable than pre-COVID

Current Study 



Massive Growth in Construction Spend











More Growth?? -- Dodge Momentum Index

Monthly measure of nonresidential projects entering planning, leading indicator of construction by 1-year

$100M+ 
projects 
entering 
planning

Month #

Jan 2026 35

Dec 2025 34

Nov 2025 28

Oct 2025 45

Sept 2025 58

Aug 2025 51

July 2025 47

June 2025 40

May 2025 33

Index was: +29% year over year

Total for last 9 mo. =  371

Released Feb 6, 2026





• Hot market, Fewer bidders, Unreliable supply chains

• Budget busts being realized (as clients cycle thru their CIPs)

• Speed matters more than ever

• Dip in performance – safety, productivity, quality

• Clients realizing they are in competition with each other & 
have started to accept the workforce realities

• Margins are down for AEC firms

Projects (and clients) are Experiencing….



Workforce



Workforce

Also known as: “What’s going on?”

Signed, 

Lawyers across the AEC industry
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8.6M

10.1M

15-20% new entrantsLost 5-10% most 
experienced

Net:
Quarter to Third of the 
workforce is “Greener”



50%

+17%

+12%

─12%

±10% or more 
vs. 2024



50%

─10%

+9%

─8%

±10% or more 
vs. 2024







Workforce



Workforce



Workforce



Workforce



Workforce

• More men 25-34 yo live with parents than with spouse 
– First time since 1880

• Leisure hours have increased
– 75% of which are spent playing video and computer games

• Drugs are a big problem 
– Robbing nearly 1M “prime-age” men every year

• Expanding to 24-55yo
– Participation rate is currently 2% below 1940



Workforce

$77T Wealth 
Transfer



Workforce



No More 
Senior 

Discounts
Massive decrease 

in future 
workforce as a % 

of population



Just entering 
workforce

now



• 79M Boomers (born 1946-1964, ages 61-79)

• 65M Gen X’ers (born 1965-1980, ages 45-60)

• 72M Millennials (born 1981-1996, ages 29-44)

• 69M Gen Z (born 1997-2012, ages 13-28)

• 45M Gen Alpha (born 2013-2024, ages 1-12)

• ?? Gen Beta (born 2025+, currently 3.6M/yr)

Total Births



• 79M Boomers (born 1946-1964, ages 61-79)

• 65M Gen X’ers (born 1965-1980, ages 45-60)

• 72M Millennials (born 1981-1996, ages 29-44)

• 69M Gen Z (born 1997-2012, ages 13-28)

• 45M Gen Alpha (born 2013-2024, ages 1-12)

• ?? Gen Beta (born 2025+, currently 3.6M/yr)

Total Births

Now: fighting over 
69M Zoomers

Next: recruiting into 
45M Gen Alpha



Sponsor

Age: 55

Project Mgr

Age: 48

Constr Mgr

Age: 47
Commercial Mgr

Age: 47

Safety Mgr

Age: 41
Safety Mgr

Age: 49

Sponsor

Age: 39

Project Lead

Age: 33

Discipline Lead #1

Age: 29
Discipline Lead #2

Age: 32

Discipline Lead #4

Age: 31
Discipline Lead #3

Age: 46

Today 4 years go

-16

-15

-18 -15

-10-3



• Workforce will shrink for next 15-20yrs at minimum.

• Demand for AEC services will remain high for 15-20yrs.

• Right now we have 50% more volume in-flow (Gen Z new 
entrants) than we will have a decade from now (Gen alpha)

• We’ll be competing with other industries as much as one another.

Workforce Demographics



Workforce
of the Future











Gen Z Workers

• 98% experience burnout

• 23% face unmanageable stress
• Most stressed generation of all time

• 48% feel drained

• 46% lack professionalism

• 19% of college graduates bring a parent to a job interview

• 39% lack communication skills

• 75% of companies say some or all of Gen Z workers are unsatisfactory

• 50% of companies say Gen Z lacks motivation

• 37% of Gen Z workers have low productivity (if boss is 12yrs older it goes to 56%)

• 6 out 10 employers have fired Gen Z workers within one month of hiring

• 1 out 7 employers indicate they may not hire Gen Z workers in 2025

• 41% born to single mothers

• 65% have mental health issues (33% are depressed) (missing 24% of workdays)

Zoomer “Fun” Facts - New York Post, Cigna, Others



New Study on Gen Z Values (Sept 2025)

source

“The Values Bridge” Assessment

7,500+ Gen Z responses vs. 2,100 US Hiring Managers

https://www.becomingyoulabs.com/whitepapers/hiring-managers-vs-gen-z-priorities.pdf


Hiring Managers

1. Achievement

2. Learning & Action

3. Workcentrism

New Study on Gen Z Values (Sept 2025)

source

https://www.becomingyoulabs.com/whitepapers/hiring-managers-vs-gen-z-priorities.pdf


Hiring Managers

1. Achievement

2. Learning & Action

3. Workcentrism

New Study on Gen Z Values (Sept 2025)

source

Gen Z 

1. Self-Care & Well-Being

2. Expressing Authentic Self

3. Helping Others 

https://www.becomingyoulabs.com/whitepapers/hiring-managers-vs-gen-z-priorities.pdf


Hiring Managers

1. Achievement

2. Learning & Action

3. Workcentrism

New Study on Gen Z Values (Sept 2025)

• Barely cracked Top 10 for Gen Z
• 2% of Gen Z had all 3 in their Top 5
• 25% of Gen Z had 1 in their Top 5

source
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2. Expressing Authentic Self

3. Helping Others 
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Hiring Managers

1. Achievement

2. Learning & Action

3. Workcentrism

New Study on Gen Z Values (Sept 2025)

Gen Z 

1. Self-Care & Well-Being

2. Expressing Authentic Self

3. Helping Others 

• Barely cracked Top 10 for Gen Z
• 2% of Gen Z had all 3 in their Top 5
• 25% of Gen Z had 1 in their Top 5

source

Gen Z has unusually high 
“Negative Variance” with these 
Top 3

https://www.becomingyoulabs.com/whitepapers/hiring-managers-vs-gen-z-priorities.pdf


• “Boomerism” → current business assumptions and models are 
built around boomer workforce characteristics from 1980s-2000s.

• Historical context: 
• Boomers entered workforce during period of more people than jobs 
• Created loyalty-based work culture with hierarchical military-style 

management structures.

• Current procurement & contracting models assume available 
skilled workforce, stable supply chains, and stable pricing - 
assumptions no longer valid.

Boomer Legacy in the Workplace



• Great recession (2008) delayed boomer retirements by 10-15 
years, preventing natural workforce transition.

• Artificially extended average career cycle

• Most productive employees (55+) compensated for millennial 
productivity gaps but are now retiring in masses.

• Millennials are the least productive generation in the history of the 
country

• Zoomers are joining the workforce now and they might be worse!

Challenges with Boomer Exodus



Solutions?

• Embrace the reality! Change 
your expectations!

• workplace ethics, flexibility, 
and technology

• Don’t go searching for 
something that doesn’t exist → 
Like a Zoomer that thinks like a 
Boomer!



• Change your hiring and mentorship model.
• Zoomers & young Millennials are not the younger version of you!
• Provide career pathing and transparent promotion timelines

• Leadership needs flexibility, explicit instructions, and clear communication → 
more coaching, less directive

• Empathy is highly valued, regular check-ins, substantive feedback

• Promote the importance of mental health support and ethical leadership.

• Gen Z brings energy, values, & tech fluency
• Gen Z willing to learn, need supportive & transparent workplaces.

• Gen Z is quick to learn from failures when supported → make mistakes, learn, & have chance to grow.

• Create a culture that encourages questions & iterative problem-solving → do 
not punish every error.

• Work with them on developing their soft skills.

Major Takeaways



In survey of 772 US Adult Workers with Associates Degree or Higher:

• Half of Gen Z job hunters think their college education has lost value in the 

job market thanks to AI.

• One-third of Millennials agreed

• 20% of Boomers

• Sorry Gen X, you weren’t even mentioned





BEIJING: Li Xiaolin leads a “tedious” life. He goes to work at his uncle’s vehicle inspection 
factory at 9am, six days a week. After completing his tasks — checking for mechanical 
faults like worn tires or fuel leaks — he’s headed home by 5pm to eat and sleep.

If his boss tells him to do something, he might say: “Can I do it tomorrow?” “Can you ask 
someone else to do it?” “Can I not do it?”

And if all else fails, “I’ll just do it, (but) I won’t do it well”.



Technological Revolution?



©2025  The Associated General Contractors of America, Inc.72 |

AI is #1 growth tech



Intro – Basics of AI





+ Many More…













“At the end of the hourlong flight, 
Kendall climbed out of the cockpit 
grinning. He said he’d seen enough 
during his flight that he’d trust this 
still-learning AI with the ability to 
decide whether or not to launch 
weapons in war.”

https://www.politico.com/news/2024/05/04/an-ai-control led-fighter-jet-took-the-air-force-leader-for-a-historic-ride-what-that-means-for-war-00156147

Air Force Secretary Frank Kendall



“I went line by line of everything that was in his (MRI 
notes) and plugged it into ChatGPT,” she says. “I put the 
note in there about ... how he wouldn’t sit crisscross 
applesauce. To me, that was a huge trigger (that) a 
structural thing could be wrong.” (Mother)

https://www.today.com/health/mom-chatgpt-diagnosis-pain-rcna101843



74% Score76%92%

GPT-4 Alone Physician + GPT-4 Physician + Conventional 
Resources Only 



74% Score76%92%

GPT-4 Alone Physician + GPT-4 Physician + Conventional 
Resources Only 



• Key: What you hear in the news everyday is about 8-12 months old + accelerating acceleration 

• General models have improved by about 30-40% in just the past three months 

• Rise of AI enabled applications

• 6000-8000 new AI start-up per year, last two years

• Introduction of “near-capable” AI Agents

• Massive gains in quantum computing (MS-Majorana-1, Google Willow)

• Significant innovation in Robotics (AI/ML enhancing robot autonomy, humanoid robots, cobots)

Where AI Has Been the past 12 months
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• Key: What you hear in the news everyday is about 8-12 months old + accelerating acceleration 

• General models have improved by about 30-40% in just the past three months 

• Rise of AI enabled applications

• 6000-8000 new AI start-up per year, last two years

• Introduction of “near-capable” AI Agents

• Massive gains in quantum computing (MS-Majorana-1, Google Willow)

• Significant innovation in Robotics (AI/ML enhancing robot autonomy, humanoid robots, cobots)

Where AI Has Been the past 12 months



Example: Togal AI









Strategies for the Future



Performance Problems





• Focus on the People & Team

• Manage thru the Market Challenges (together)

• Trust & Collaboration

Keys to Success
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• Focus on the People & Team
• Alignment of Design/Engr + Construction 
• Procurement centered on Key Personnel 
• Avoid Top-Down Planning and Risk Management
• Earlier-the-better: Engaging key personnel and vendors 
• Succession Planning from the start; Work Guarantees 
• Tighter Client-D-B team for expectation management

Keys to Success



• Performance has been proven to NOT correlate to contract 
types, delivery methods, software, design quality, etc.

• Performance HAS BEEN PROVEN to highly correlate to the 
capability, skill, and experience of the people doing the work – 
the critical personnel on a project or service

Reality of the Situation 



The ability to realize
  innovation, 
    risk minimization, 
      value creation, & 
        cost reduction 
         will not 
exceed the         
  capability of the      
      people doing the work 

Importance of the People



• There is a limited pool of high performing experts and 
experienced personnel 

• Also varies by
• Moment in time (when the solicitation/work is needed)

• Location (geography)

• Market/Sector 

• Organizations also commonly underestimate the cost of 
working with average and low performing vendors

Limited Pool of Expertise



Clients, Buyers, Contractors, Suppliers… 
are in competition with each other 

for the same 
limited pool 

of skilled personnel

KEY TAKEAWAY



• Focus on the People & Team

• Manage thru the Market Challenges (together)

• Trust & Collaboration

Keys to Success



• AEC Firms want to work for you over other owners

• Clients-of-Choice get vendors’ best teams (experts) on their 
projects/services

• AEC Firms spend the time to put together an accurate proposal 

• Client-of-Choice personnel know how to behave with experts

• Client-of-Choice has an owner “team” that is trained and prepared to 
work in a high performing environment 

A “Client-of-Choice” (“Customer-of-Choice”)



• Focus on the People & Team

• Manage thru the Market Challenges (together)

• Trust & Collaboration

Keys to Success



• Trust & Collaboration
• Carefully use Traditional Risk Transfer (Contract, Commercial, Operational).  

Improve trust thru: 
• Program + Project

• Unity/”One-Hardhat” approach focused on Goals/Expectations (not just kumbaya) 

• Collaboration (Authentic Collaborative Partnerships - RBPP)

• Not contractual only – encompass Contract, Ops, AND Culture
• Collaboration Bottom-Up + Top-Down

• Innovation from all

• “I am by brother’s/sister’s keeper” complete health mentality (injuries+mental+fam+etc.)

• Avoid traditional “who can manage it best has the risk” 

Keys to Success



Enhance Project Outcomes
Collaborative Partnership = TRUST



• Trust
• Carefully use Traditional Risk Transfer (Contract, Commercial, Operational).  Improve trust thru: 

• Unity/”One-Hardhat” approach focused on Goals/Expectations (not just kumbaya) 
• Collaboration (Authentic Collaborative Partnerships - RBPP)
• Not contractual only – encompass Contract, Ops, AND Culture

• Collaboration Bottom-Up + Top-Down

• Innovation from all
• “I am by brother’s/sister’s keeper” complete health mentality (injuries+mental+fam+etc.)

• Avoid traditional “who can manage it best has the risk” 

• Individuals with High Performance have Higher Collaborative Capabilities
• Effective Collaborator ≠ “People-person” : Effective Collaborator = High P-F-A
• Good collaborative teams have strong team leaders, focused on clear expectations, performance, process, 

transparency, accountability, and proper communication
• Performance that meets and exceeds expectations builds trust

• Building Trust in PDB: ICE process as an impediment vs strengthen agent
• ICE – does “I” = Independent or does “I” = Integrated

• GMP Negotiations & Management (+Contingency, Allowances)

Keys to Success



Summary



• Prices = Uncertainty, Volatility

• Materials = Less than Certain, quality decreasing 

• Limited control of either; Traditional contractual models struggle with these risk

• Labor & Workforce = A New Model Needed; Key Differentiator

• Expertise has left and been diluted (never lower probability to procuring HiPerf) 

• Acting Now will be Easier than Waiting untill the challenges become more acute 
and everyone is forced to change 

Unique Time 



brianlines@ku.edu 

Want the slides? 
Or just to discuss further?

mailto:brianlines@ku.edu
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