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Introduction

The 1997 Economic Census-Construction Sector (hereafter, the “census”) asked establishments
involved in the construction of new residential buildings how many housing units they started
during the census year.  This was the first time these questions were included in the census, and
was done at the suggestion of the National Association of Home Builders (NAHB).  Although
the census has always produced data on homebuilder activity in terms of value of construction
work done, we agreed that it would be useful to also collect data on the number of housing units
started, the standard measure of the industry.  Collecting these data in the census provides a basis
for the development of homebuilder profiles which complement the housing starts data collected
in the Census Bureau’s Survey of Construction (SOC).  SOC produces a great deal of data on
new housing units, but is unable to provide any information on the homebuilders themselves. 

During 1997, an estimated 92,521 establishments were involved in new single-family
construction while an estimated 8,145 establishments were involved in new multifamily
construction.  The data collected in the census allow for the classification of these establishments
into small, medium, and large builders depending on the number of units they started in 1997. 
The data show, for example, that small single-family builders (i.e., those building less than 25
houses in the year) accounted for a substantial share (39 percent) of total single-family housing
starts in 1997.

Background

Statistics presented in this paper are based on data collected in the 1997 Economic Census-
Construction Sector. The census includes establishments having one or more paid employees
primarily engaged in construction activity.  The term “construction” is defined to include new
work, additions, alterations, and repairs.  “Establishments” (or offices) of multi-establishment
companies are counted separately.

The census preferred measure of activity in dollar terms is “value of construction work done” as
opposed to receipts (or billings).  For most contractors, receipts closely approximate value of
work done.  This may not be the case, however, for operative builders (defined as establishments
building houses for sale on land they own).  For those establishments, we ask for their value of
work done to reflect the actual work done during the year.

Please refer to any 1997 Economic Census-Construction Sector published report for a complete
description of the census including an explanation of terms, coverage and methodology, and
reliability of the estimates.  All reports are available on the Internet at www.census.gov/mcd.

There were 13 versions of the basic questionnaire used in the 1997 Economic Census-
Construction Sector.  Each questionnaire was customized to a set of construction industries at
roughly the NAICS subsector or industry group level.  The housing starts questions were only
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included on the questionnaire (see attached CC-1508 form) sent to establishments primarily
responsible for entire residential or nonresidential building projects, mainly general contractors
and operative builders.  (A small number of land subdivider and construction management
establishments also received the CC-1508 form.)  This particular questionnaire was not intended
for general contractors working on nonresidential non-building structures or for specialty trade
contractors.  Some of these contractors may have received the CC-1508 form in error if they were
misclassified on the Census Bureau’s business register. 

Statistics in this paper show estimates of housing starts production of establishments regardless
of their NAICS classification.  All general contractor or operative builder establishments
reporting some or all of their 1997 value of work done from the construction of new residential
buildings are included.  Consequently, an establishment working primarily on the construction of
commercial buildings but doing some “secondary” homebuilding is included.  Likewise, an
establishment working primarily on the construction of new single-family houses as a general
contractor, but also doing some secondary work as an electrical contractor is also included.  

As mentioned, in a few cases a general contractor of nonresidential non-building projects or a
speciality trade contractor doing some homebuilding as a secondary activity and who happened
to have received the CC-1508 form are included.  Other such establishments doing exactly the
same work and not receiving the CC-1508 form are not included. 

Tabulations of housing starts data are shown separately for those establishments building single-
family and multifamily housing units.  Establishments involved in building both types of
structures are counted in both groups.

As will be seen, two items on the CC-1508 form relate closely to the housing starts questions
(item 21) and play an important role in the tabulations.  They are item 13 which asks for the
percentage of the value of work done by specific kind of builder (KOB) category, and item 14
which asks for the percentage of the value of work done by type of buildings constructed and
whether the work involved new construction, renovation, or maintenance and repairs.

Findings

Tables 1a and 1b show a distribution of housing starts and establishments by percent of new
single-family and multifamily construction work.  Respondents based those percents on their
total dollar value of construction work done.

For example, the first row of data in Table 1a shows that 12,350 houses were started by 7,254
establishments each reporting that between 1 and 19 percent of their total value of construction
work can be attributed to the construction of new single-family houses.

Table 1a shows that an estimated 40,520 establishments were involved only in the construction
of new single-family houses.  The reported housing starts of these establishments were 600,381
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units, or about 70 percent of the total 856,624 single-family housing starts estimated from the
census.  Establishments with less than 100 percent new single-family construction were involved
in another type or types of construction (i.e., single-family remodeling, multifamily, commercial,
etc.).

Table 1b shows that the housing starts from establishments involved in only the construction of
new multifamily housing were a much smaller share (33 percent) of the total.

Tables 2a and 2b show the distribution of housing starts and establishments by housing starts size
classes.

Data in Table 2a show that about 39 percent of single-family housing starts are built by small
builders (less than 25 units in the year); 21 percent by medium builders (25-99 units); and 40
percent by large builders (more than 100 units).  The distribution for multifamily housing starts is
again quite different with 77 percent of the units being built by large builders.

Note that it is possible to have zero housing starts even though an establishment reported value of
construction work on new residential buildings.  This was especially true for multifamily builders
where 3,213 of the total 8,145 establishments have zero housing starts.  A review of the data
showed that more than two-thirds of the multifamily builder establishments with zero starts
reported less than 20 percent of their value of work done as work done on new multifamily
buildings.  

Tables 3a and 3b show detailed data for the subset of establishments building only new single-
family or new multifamily housing construction and working exclusively as general contractors
or operative builders.  (To further explain, Table 1a shows 40,520 establishments performing 100
percent new single-family construction, whereas Table 3a shows a total of 33,918 establishments. 
The difference represents establishments which reported some of their work on new single-
family houses as specialty trade contractors, land subdividers, or construction managers.)

As with Tables 2a and 2b, data are shown by number of housing starts per establishment. 
Selected statistics (number of establishments, value of construction work done, etc.) are shown in
summary, average per establishment, selected ratios, and average per housing start.  (These same
statistics for all homebuilder establishments are available upon request.)

Data in Table 3a show that for the establishments doing only new single-family construction as
general contractors or operative builders, a larger share of the reported housing starts was done
by the larger builders, in comparison to all establishments as shown in Table 2a.  In Table 3a, the
small builders accounted for 31 percent of the starts; the medium builders, 22 percent; and the
large builders, 46 percent.

This table also shows differences in the data items by builder size.  For example, the larger
builders showed less payroll and material expenditures as a percent of total value of work done,
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and more work subcontracted to others.  The larger builders also showed fewer construction
workers as a percent of all employees. The smaller builders showed a larger average value of
construction work per housing start.

Comparison With SOC Housing Starts

Tables 1a and 1b show that an estimated 856,281 single-family and 336,471 multifamily housing
units were started in 1997 according to data collected in the census.  This compares with an
estimated 1,133,700 single-family and 340,300 multifamily housing units started in 1997 from
the Survey of Construction (SOC).  (See Current Construction Reports, series C20, Housing
Starts.)  SOC data are collected monthly by a nationwide staff of more than 200 interviewers
who select a sample of residential building permits each month and follow-up on those units with
the builders for starts, sales, completions, and characteristics information.

The following are some reasons for the differences in those estimates:

1. Since both series are based on samples, the estimates are subject to sampling
variability as well as errors of response and nonreporting.

2. The SOC figures include an estimated 131,000 single-family housing starts for
which the homeowner did all the work him/herself or acted as his/her own general
contractor.  These units are not included in the census housing starts data.

3. The census figures do not include housing starts done by general contractor or
operative builder establishments without employees.  In 1997, there were more
than 200,000 of these “nonemployer” establishments.  There is no information
available on their specific kind of work, although most probably were remodelers.

4. As mentioned above, the census estimates do not ordinarily include housing starts
done as a secondary activity by establishments classified as nonresidential non-
building general contractors or speciality trade contractors.  Housing starts data
were not collected from these establishments.

5. The census figures also do not include housing starts done by establishments
primarily building residential housing on their own land for rent or lease.  NAICS
classifies these establishments in the Real Estate and Rental and Leasing Sector. 
NAICS also classifies establishments that provide the volunteer construction of
low-cost housing in the Health Care and Social Assistance Sector.  Housing starts
data were not collected from establishments in these sectors.  

Lastly, although SOC and the census use the same definitions for classifying single versus
multifamily housing, differences may result in practice.  SOC data are collected and coded by
trained interviewers.  The census questionnaires are completed by respondents with limited
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coding instructions, and often those are overlooked.  There may be a tendency, for example, for
census respondents to report single-family townhouse units as multifamily units.

Limitations

Caution should be used when comparing the housing starts data presented here with published
1997 census data.  This is because the housing starts data were not included in the regular census
data processing and review.  Processing on the housing starts data was delayed for two reasons:
(1) the inclusion of the housing starts questions on the census questionnaire was seen as a trial
run to evaluate question wording and data collectability, and (2) our main focus was on releasing
the census core statistics as soon as possible.

Only after the census publications were released did the review of the housing starts data begin. 
A relatively high nonresponse rate and some inconsistencies with other census data were found. 
At that point, the housing starts data underwent an additional edit and review.  As part of this,
telephone calls were made to clarify responses.  A procedure was also developed to impute
housing starts for those not reporting.  

Partial measures of the reliability of the housing starts statistics, in the form of  relative standard
errors, are presented in Tables 4 and 5.  However, there are no measures of non-sampling errors. 
We expect the reliability of the housing starts data to be better for the 2002 Economic Census
with improved question wording, and where the data will be edited, reviewed and published as
part of the census.



Table 1a. Housing Starts and Establishments by Percent of New Single-Family Activity: 1997

 Percent of new single-family construction
Number of

housing starts
Percent

distribution
Number of

establishments
Percent

distribution
 1-19%  12,350 1.4  7,254 7.8
 20-39% 18,208 2.1  7,971  8.6
 40-59%  32,309 3.8 10,391 11.2
 60-79%  53,543 6.3 10,605 11.5
 80-99% 139,833 16.3 15,780 17.1
 100% 600,381 70.1 40,520    43.8
 Total 856,624 100.0 92,521 100.0

Table 1b. Housing Starts and Establishments by Percent of New Multifamily Activity: 1997

 Percent of new multifamily construction
Number of

housing starts
Percent

distribution
Number of

establishments
Percent

distribution
 1-19% 50,560 15.9 2,856 35.1
 20-39%      45,868 14.4 1,852 22.7
 40-59%        35,194       11.1 896 11.0
 60-79% 26,437 8.3 474  5.8
 80-99% 55,423     17.4 676 8.3
 100% 104,749 32.9 1,391 17.1
 Total 318,231 100.0 8,145 100.0

Table 2a. Housing Starts and Establishments by Single-Family Housing Starts Size Class: 1997

 Number of housing starts per establishment
Number of

housing starts
Percent

distribution
Number of

establishments
Percent

distribution
 0 0 13,418 14.5
 1-4 102,033 11.9 50,661 54.8
 5-9 81,900 9.6 12,708 13.7
 10-24 148,037 17.3 10,183 11.0
 25-99 182,812 21.3 4,338 4.7
 100-499 207,687 24.2 1,060 1.1
 500+ 134,154 15.7 152 0.2
 Total 856,624 100.0 92,521 100.0

Table 2b. Housing Starts and Establishments by Multifamily Housing Starts Size Class: 1997

 Number of housing starts per establishment
Number of

housing starts
Percent

distribution
Number of

establishments
Percent

distribution
 0 0 3,213 39.4
 2-9 7,995 2.5 1,904 23.4
 10-24 22,273 7.0 1,425 17.5
 25-99 43,216 13.6 831 10.2
 100-499 135,768 42.7 678 8.3
 500+ 108,978 34.2 94 1.2
 Total 318,231 100.0 8,145 100.0



Table 3a.  Selected Statistics for Establishments by Single-Family Housing Starts Size Class: 1997
[Thousand dollars unless otherwise noted.  Detail may not add to total because of rounding.]

Number of
units started

Number of
establish-

ments
Number of

starts
Total number of

employees

Total number
of construction

workers

Value of 
construction

work
Total

payroll
Cost of

materials

Cost of work
subcontracted

out to others
 0 3,736 0 10,744 6,733 2,677,959 248,281 859,205 826,090
 1-4 14,781 33,363 37,620 26,168 7,275,214 790,536 2,279,750 2,213,506
 5-9 6,557 42,175 21,640 13,408 7,138,275 543,938 2,201,927 2,392,112
 10-24 5,411 79,226 23,387 12,840 10,751,706 693,135 3,287,734 3,981,909
 25-99 2,608 109,258 22,471 10,150 12,840,371 807,905 3,671,217 5,155,046
 100-499 720 138,000 23,109 8,006 17,302,072 1,005,418 3,814,289 7,903,676
 500+ 105 90,772 16,801 5,987 11,448,418 709,739 2,391,131 5,064,495
 Total 33,918 492,792 155,772 83,293 69,434,015 4,798,953 18,505,252 27,536,833

AVERAGES PER ESTABLISHMENT

Number of
units started

Average
number of

starts

Average
number of
employees

Average number
of

construction
workers

Average value
of 

construction
work

Average
payroll

Average
cost of

materials

Average cost of
work

subcontracted
out to others

 0 0 3 2 717 66 230 221
 1-4 2 3 2 492 53 154 150
 5-9 6 3 2 1,089 83 336 365
 10-24 15 4 2 1,987 128 608 736
 25-99 42 9 4 4,923 310 1,408 1,977
 100-499 192 32 11 24,031 1,396 5,298 10,977
 500+ 864 160 57 109,033 6,759 22,773 48,233
 Total 15 5 2 2,047 141 546 812

RATIOS

Number of
units started

Payroll per
employee

Construction
workers
per total

employees

Average per dollar value of construction work

Payroll
Cost of

materials

Cost of work
subcontracted
  out to others

 0 23.1 .627 .093 .321 .308
 1-4 21.0 .696 .109 .313 .304
 5-9 25.1 .620 .076 .308 .335
 10-24 29.6 .549 .064 .306 .370
 25-99 36.0 .452 .063 .286 .401
 100-499 43.5 .346 .058 .220 .457
 500+ 42.2 .356 .062 .209 .442
 Total 30.8 .535 .069 .267 .397

AVERAGES PER HOUSING START

Number of
units started

Average
number of
employees

Average number
of

construction
workers

Average value
of construction

work
Average

payroll

Average
cost of

materials

Average cost of
work

subcontracted
 out to others

 0 X X X X X X
 1-4 1.128 .784 218 24 68 66
 5-9  .513 .318 169 13 52 57
 10-24 .295 .162 136 9 41 50
 25-99 .206 .093 118 7 34 47

 100-499 .167 .058 125 7 28 57
 500+ .185 .066 126 8 26 56
 Total .316 .169 141 10 38 56
X-Not applicable



Table 3b.  Selected Statistics for Establishments by Multifamily Housing Starts Size Class: 1997
[Thousand dollars unless otherwise noted.  Detail may not add to total because of rounding.]

Number of
units started

Number of
establish-

ments
Number of

starts
Total number of

employees

Total number
of construction

workers

Value of 
construction

work
Total

payroll
Cost of

materials

Cost of work 
subcontracted 

to others 
 0    288 0  1,165  853  181,846  30,091  46,561  74,200 
 2-9  227    969    723    550  146,380  17,957    51,654    57,400 
 10-24  186  3,060    947    606    256,977  25,760    76,367  101,019 
 25-99  179  9,870  1,425    933    626,443  48,611  133,340  277,953 
 100-499 277  53,106  3,730  2,310  2,052,576  133,908  393,680 1,068,739 
 500+  18  17,262  1,164    535    789,200  43,038  200,987  496,052 
 Total  1,174  84,267  9,153  5,787  4,053,422  299,365    902,588  2,075,363 

AVERAGES PER ESTABLISHMENT

Number of
units started

Average
number of

starts

Average
number of
employees

Average number
of

construction
workers

Average value
of 

construction
work

Average
payroll

Average
cost of

materials

Average cost of 
work 

subcontracted 
to others 

 0 0 4 3 631 104 162 258 
 2-9 4 3 2 645 79 228 253 
 10-24 16 5 3 1,382 138 411  543 
 25-99 55 8 5 3,500 272 745 1,553 
 100-499 192 13 8 7,410 483 1,421  3,858 
 500+ 959 65 30  43,844 2,391 11,166 27,558 
 Total 72 8 5 3,453 255 769 1,768 

RATIOS

Number of
units started

Payroll per
employee

Construction
workers
per total

employees

Average per dollar value of construction work

Payroll
Cost of

materials

Cost of work 
subcontracted 
  out to others 

 0 25.8 .732 .165 .256 .408 
 2-9 24.8 .761 .123 .353 .392 
 10-24 27.2 .640 .100 .297 .393 
 25-99 34.1 .655 .078 .213 .444 
 100-499 35.9 .619 .065 .192 .521 
 500+ 37.0 .460 .055 .255 .629 
 Total 32.7 .632 .074 .223 .512 

AVERAGES PER HOUSING START

Number of
units started

Average
number of
employees

Average number
of

construction
workers

Average value
of construction

work
Average

payroll

Average
cost of

materials

Average cost of 
work 

subcontracted 
to others 

 0 X X X X X X 
 2-9 .746 .568 151 19 53 59 
 10-24 .309 .198  84 8 25  33 
 25-99 .144 .095  64 5 14  28 
 100-499 .070 .043  39 3  7 20 
 500+ .067 .031  46 3 12 29 
 Total .109 .069  48 4 11 25 
X-Not applicable 



Table 4.  Relative Standard Errors for Tables 1a and 1b
[Percent]

Single-Family Multifamily

Percent of New Construction Number of
establishments

Number of
starts

Number of
establishments

Number of
starts

1-19% 3.4 3.5  4.5  1.9

20-39% 3.4 4.1  6.1 2.9

40-59% 3.1 3.9 8.0 2.4

60-79% 2.9 5.6 9.9 5.9

80-99% 2.3 2.7 10.5 7.3

100% 1.5 1.5 6.8 7.2

Total 1.0 1.2 2.8 2.8

Table 5.  Relative Standard Errors for Tables 3a and 3b
[Percent]

Single-Family Multifamily

Housing Starts Size Category Number of
establishments

Value of
construction

work

Number of
establishments

Value of
construction

work

0 5.1 8.0 16.3 21.6

1-4 2.6 3.0 X X

5-9 3.6 4.1 X X

2-9 X X 17.9 20.9

10-24 3.6 3.7 20.1 19.7

25-99 4.4 3.7 15.3 9.1

100-499 6.3 2.0 15.9 21.6

500+ 5.4 0.3 0.0 0.0

Total 1.6 1.2 7.6 11.2
X-Not applicable










