% PRIMARY RESEARCH

Constructing Magnetic Brands.

CONSTRUCTION BRAND DISTINCTION STUDY

THE BAR HAS MOVED

What the 2026 ENR Top 400 Contractors reveal about brand
distinction, employer brand, project proof, and the new standard
for construction marketing.

A/E/C CMOs PRIMARY RESEARCH SEPTEMBER 2026



o

01 / EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Construction may not be as beige
as we thought.

Construction has a reputation for interchangeable brands. Blue logos. Gray websites. Beautiful
building photography. Hard hats at sunset. Claims about quality, integrity, safety, relationships,
and “our people.”

We went into this research expecting to confirm the stereotypes. Our working hypothesis was
aggressive: 99% of construction brands would be generic or nearly indistinguishable.

We were wrong, at least among the 400 companies in the 2026 ENR Top 400 Contractors.
The average Brand Distinction Score was 37.9 out of 50, and 89.8% scored as Memorable Market
Players or Ownable as Hell.

Only 1% of the entire sample landed in the Beige Builder band, and none scored in the lowest band,
Hard Hat Wallpaper.

400 37.9 / 50 89.8% 34.0%

CONTRACTOR AVERAGE BRAND MEMORABLE MARKET OWNABLE AS HELL
WEBSITES REVIEWED DISTINCTION SCORE PLAYER OR BETTER

That finding deserves context.

The ENR Top 400 are not representative of the average construction company. They are among
the largest and most successful contractors in the United States, with the resources, visibility,
talent needs, competitive pressures, and growth ambitions that come with operating at that level.

Most have invested accordingly. They generally understand how to look professional. Increasingly,
they understand how to look recognizable.

But the data also shows where the next competitive advantage lies. The strongest average scores
were in visual distinction, photography, and market clarity. The weakest were in content ecosystems,
project storytelling, brand voice, and employer brand.

Large contractors have largely figured out how to look credible. The next opportunity
is proving more, teaching more, and sounding more like themselves.

For growing contractors, that changes the benchmark. A polished brand and website is no longer an
advantage when the companies you aspire to compete with already have one.

The bar has moved.

THE BRAND DISTINCTION STUDY
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02 / WHAT WE MEAN BY BRAND DISTINCTION

A strong brand is more than a
good-looking website.

This research does not measure which contractors have the “best websites.” It measures brand
distinction: how clearly and consistently a company presents an identity that feels recognizable,
specific, and difficult for competitors to imitate.

That distinction matters because professional and memorable are not the same thing. A contractor
can have excellent project photography, a modern website, polished copy, hundreds of impressive
projects, decades of experience, respected leadership, and a strong reputation, and still
communicate much like every other contractor in its market.

The research therefore asked a more demanding question: If the company name and logo
disappeared, how much of the website would still feel recognizably theirs?

That is the calibration question behind the entire study. A highly distinctive brand leaves fingerprints.
Its color and typography are recognizable. Its photography has a point of view. Its language sounds
like the company. Its Careers page reflects an actual culture. Its projects demonstrate how the team
solves problems. Its expertise is visible in content. Its market focus is clear. None of those signals
alone makes a magnetic brand. Together, they create one.

03 / HOW THE STUDY WORKED

400 contractors. 10 brand dimensions. 50 points.

We reviewed all 400 companies in the 2026 ENR Top 400 Contractors. The research concentrated

on four high-signal website experiences: Homepage ¢ About * Careers ¢ Projects. These pages
collectively reveal how a contractor communicates to two critical audiences: the people who may hire
the company and the people the company wants to hire.

CATEGORY WHAT WE EVALUATED

Visual Brand Distinctiveness Does the overall visual system feel recognizable rather than template-driven?

Color, Typography & Graphic Language Are color, type, shapes, icons, patterns, illustration, and graphic devices used distinctively?

Photography & Visual Treatment Does imagery show people, process, personality, action, and a recognizable visual point of view?
Positioning & Value Proposition Does the company communicate a meaningful reason to choose it?

Brand Voice & Personality Does the writing sound like a specific company rather than the construction category?

Audience / Market Clarity Is it clear whom the company serves and what problems it solves?

Company Story / About Experience Does the company tell a memorable story beyond history, statistics, and leadership bios?

Careers & Employer Brand Does Careers demonstrate culture and the employee experience beyond benefits and open jobs?
Projects as Brand Proof Do projects demonstrate expertise, challenges, outcomes, people, and ways of working?

Content & Brand Ecosystem Does the brand extend into current insights, video, social, experts, education, and ongoing publishing?

SCORING BANDS

0-10 11-20 21-30 31-40 41-50

HARD HAT BEIGE RECOGNIZABLE MEMORABLE OWNABLE
WALLPAPER BUILDER CONTRACTOR MARKET PLAYER AS HELL

Important distinction: The study scored distinction, not quality. Company size, revenue, ENR rank,
reputation, and project prestige did not earn additional credit. A beautifully designed website could
still score poorly if much of it could plausibly belong to another contractor.

THE BRAND DISTINCTION STUDY 3
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04 / THE RESULT WE DIDN'T EXPECT

Nearly nine out of ten Top 400
contractors have moved beyond
“recognizable.”

The final distribution was striking.

Recognizable Contractor - 37 (9.3%)

Beige Builder l 4 (1.0%)
AVERAGE BRAND DISTINCTION SCORE:

37.9 / 50

Hard Hat Wallpaper - @ [0.0%)

The finding challenges an easy industry narrative. It would be convenient to say construction
companies do not understand branding. At the upper end of the market, that is simply not supported
by the data.

The overwhelming majority of these contractors have recognizable identities. Many have
sophisticated visual systems, thoughtful photography, strong Careers experiences, defined market
sectors, content programs, and modern websites.

One-third reached the highest band. That does not mean one-third have perfect brands. It means the
baseline among the largest contractors is considerably stronger than many people assume.

Is strong marketing something companies invest in after they become large,
or part of the infrastructure that helps them get there?

This study cannot establish causation. Large companies have more resources to invest in marketing.
Companies with strong marketing may also grow faster, attract better talent, penetrate new markets
more effectively, or maintain stronger reputations.

Both can be true. It's likely a progressive improvement. They invest in their brand more as they
continue to grow.

What the research does establish is that weak public brands are rare among the largest contractors
in the country. That relationship is difficult to ignore.

THE BRAND DISTINCTION STUDY
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05 / WHERE THE INDUSTRY IS STRONGEST

Visual credibility is now table stakes.

Average scores across all ten categories tell an important story.
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1. VISUAL BRAND DISTINCTIVENESS — 4.14

The largest contractors generally understand visual identity. Distinctive typography, bold layouts,
strong color systems, graphic devices, recognizable page structures, custom illustration,

and confident design are common enough that an attractive website by itself offers little competitive
advantage. The takeaway for construction leaders is straightforward: Looking professional is

no longer differentiation. It is admission to the game.

2. PHOTOGRAPHY & VISUAL TREATMENT — 4.08

Construction has an enormous visual advantage over most industries. The product is inherently
interesting. There are people, equipment, scale, movement, complexity, transformation, dramatic
environments, before-and-after opportunities, and work that changes daily. The stronger contractors
take advantage of that. They show field activity, employees, equipment, process, progress,
craftsmanship, and real working conditions, not just finished architecture. The distinction matters
because almost every major contractor can photograph a completed building or project. Far fewer
show what it took to build it though.

3. AUDIENCE / MARKET CLARITY — 4.02

Most Top 400 companies make their markets and capabilities easy to understand. Healthcare. Mission
critical. Manufacturing. Education. Aviation. Food and beverage. Infrastructure. Federal.

This sounds basic, but clarity is strategic. A buyer should not have to investigate the website to
determine whether the contractor works in their market. The next opportunity is to go deeper than
naming the sector. A great market page should prove that the company understands the buyer's
environment, pressures, risks, language, and priorities, not merely show a grid of relevant projects.

THE BRAND DISTINCTION STUDY
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06 / WHERE EVEN THE TOP CONTRACTORS HAVE ROOM TO GROW

The next frontier is depth.

The category averages become more interesting at the bottom. The weaknesses are not predominantly
aesthetic. They involve evidence, storytelling, personality, and intellectual depth. Those are harder to
solve with a website redesign. And that is precisely why they present an opportunity.

06.01 / OPPORTUNITY - CONTENT & BRAND ECOSYSTEM (3.22 / 5)
The weakest area in the study was not logos, colors, or photography. It was the larger content

ecosystem. Too many construction websites still operate primarily as corporate brochures:

Home | About | Services | Markets | Projects | Careers | Contact

Those pages matter. But they do not create much evidence of expertise by themselves.
The strongest contractors build interconnected systems around what they want to be known for:

Market Expertise + Projects + Insights + Videos + FAQs + Research + Tools + Proof

Think about a contractor that wants to own food and beverage construction. A strong market page
might connect visitors to bakery projects, cold-storage expertise, food-safety considerations,
hygienic-design content, process utility expertise, named food-and-beverage leaders, videos,
relevant case studies, articles about plant expansion, downloadable guides, and answers to common
owner questions.

Now the website does more than claim expertise. It demonstrates it.
THE MARKETING LESSON

Don’t publish more because someone told you content marketing matters.
Build a body of evidence around the markets you intend to lead.

THE BRAND DISTINCTION STUDY
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06.02 / OPPORTUNITY - PROJECTS AS BRAND PROOF (3.42 / 5)

Almost every contractor in the study showcases projects. That makes sense. Construction companies
build things.

But too many portfolios stop at: Project name. Location. Market sector. Beautiful photos. That proves
the company was involved. It tells the buyer surprisingly little about why the contractor was valuable.

Only 4 of 400 contractors (1%) earned a perfect 5/5 for Projects as Brand Proof. [Odd, right?]

That may be one of the biggest missed opportunities in construction marketing. A project page can
answer some of the most important questions a prospective client has:

e What was the client's problem? * What changed during construction?

e What made the project difficult? e  What did the team solve?

e What scope did the contractor perform? * What measurable outcome did the client receive?
e Who was involved? e What did the company learn?

e What constraints existed? *  What proof supports the claims?
e What decisions mattered?

Add progress photography, field images, people, measurable outcomes, client quotes, schedule
performance, safety results, or before-and-after conditions where appropriate. The project becomes
evidence instead of decoration.

A portfolio proves you were there. A case study proves why you should be hired.

06.03 / OPPORTUNITY - BRAND VOICE & PERSONALITY (3.61 / 5)

Construction has a vocabulary problem. Visit enough contractor websites and familiar phrases
appear quickly: Quality. Integrity. Safety. Relationships. Excellence. Commitment. Our people.
Trusted partner. Building communities.

Most of those ideas are important. Many are also true. They simply do not help one qualified
contractor sound meaningfully different from another qualified contractor.

The strongest brands in the research use language that feels connected to their culture,

market position, history, operating philosophy, or personality. They develop recurring phrases.
They state beliefs. They tell stories. They have points of view. They sound human. And sometimes
they are willing to say what they are not.

A strong voice does not require humor, swagger, provocative headlines, or a quirky tagline.
A conservative company can have a distinctive voice. So can an engineering-driven company.
So can a 100-year-old family contractor.

A useful test: Could your closest three competitors paste your homepage copy onto
their websites without changing much?

If the answer is yes, the language is not helping differentiate you.

THE BRAND DISTINCTION STUDY
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06.04 / OPPORTUNITY - CAREERS & EMPLOYER BRAND (3.79 / 5)

Careers performed better than content, projects, and voice, but there is still meaningful room for
improvement.

The difference between an HR page and an employer brand is evidence. An HR page says: competitive
benefits, great culture, opportunity for advancement, people-first company, open positions.

An employer brand shows what those claims look like. The strongest Careers experiences provide
evidence such as employee stories, videos, superintendent or craft perspectives, promotion
examples, career paths, training programs, leadership development, internship outcomes, employee
tenure, community activities, workforce statistics, mentorship, employee resource groups, recognition
programs, and images of real people doing real work.

This matters because the competition for talent is not separate from the competition for work.
A contractor that wants to grow needs both.

Marketing therefore has two customers: The people who might hire the company. And the people the
company needs to hire. A magnetic brand should speak convincingly to both.

07 / THE WEBSITE PAGES CONSTRUCTION COMPANIES UNDER USE

Three familiar pages deserve a
different job description.

CAREERS SHOULD SELL THE EMPLOYEE EXPERIENCE.

O O'D Benefits and job openings answer functional questions. They do not answer:
CQ: Why should someone build their career here instead of with the contractor down the road?
Show the culture instead of describing it.

PROJECTS SHOULD PROVE PERFORMANCE.

Project galleries establish experience. Case studies establish judgment. Use project pages
to document problems, decisions, expertise, people, constraints, process, and outcomes.

MARKET PAGES SHOULD DEMONSTRATE SPECIALIZATION.

A market page should be more than a category filter for project photography.

It should bring together everything the company knows about serving that type of buyer:

relevant services, projects, experts, content, FAQs, challenges, trends, and proof.

A contractor that wants to own a niche should build enough depth that a buyer can see
the specialization without being told it exists.

THE BRAND DISTINCTION STUDY
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08 / WHAT THE STRONGEST BRANDS DO DIFFERENTLY

Distinction is usually a system,
not one brilliant idea.

The highest-scoring contractors did not all look alike. That is important. There is no construction-
brand formula that says the website must use giant typography, black backgrounds, orange graphics,
gritty photography, or an aggressive tagline. In fact, if everyone adopted the same supposed
formula, it would immediately stop being distinctive. The strongest companies instead showed
combinations of several characteristics:

A recognizable visual vocabulary.

Not just a logo and brand colors, but typography, layout, graphic devices, photography,
shapes, patterns, illustration, motion, or other recurring cues.

Clear market focus.
Visitors quickly understand where the company belongs and whom it serves.

People in the brand.
Employees are visible as practitioners, leaders, experts, mentors, builders, and human
beings, not merely headshots on a leadership page.

A point of view.
The company communicates more than capabilities. It expresses beliefs about the
work, clients, culture, markets, or how projects should be delivered.

Project evidence.
The work proves something beyond project size or aesthetic appeal.

Consistency beyond the homepage.
The About, Careers, Projects, content, and deeper pages still feel connected to the
same company.

The brand should get stronger as someone explores the company,
not disappear after the homepage.

13 / WHAT THIS MEANS FOR GROWING CONTRACTORS

You are not competing against the average
construction website anymore.

This may be the most important implication of the research. A $75 million contractor may not
compete against Turner or DPR for every project. But prospective employees see their brands.
Owners see them. Developers see them. Industry partners see them. Executives move between
companies. Marketing professionals bring expectations with them. Digital experiences reset
expectations across the entire market.

That means the benchmark for a growing regional or specialty contractor is no longer: “Does our
website look professional?” It is closer to: “Do we look as capable, intentional, and credible as the
companies our clients and employees already encounter?”

The good news is that distinction is not purely a budget competition. A regional contractor

can have a more focused position than a national contractor. A specialty contractor can own a
narrower expertise territory. A $50 million company can tell deeper project stories. A 300-person
contractor can make employees far more visible. A focused marketing team can create useful
content faster than a large corporate approval structure. Small and mid-sized contractors do not
need to imitate the Top 400.

They need to understand the standard, and find where they can be better.
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09 / THE REBRAND TRAP

Distinction does not automatically
mean “trendy logo.”

This research should not send 264 contractors into rebranding exercises.

A weak distinction score can come from many places: unclear positioning, generic language,
inconsistent photography, shallow project pages, weak Careers content, little visible expertise,
poor audience clarity, disconnected marketing materials, or a brand system that simply is

not being used effectively.

A visual rebrand solves visual problems. It does not automatically solve strategic ones.
Before investing in a new identity, leadership should ask: Is the problem our brand identity,
or what we are doing with it?

Some companies need a rebrand. Others need sharper positioning. Others need better content.
Others need project storytelling. Others need employer-brand development. And many simply need
to use the brand assets they already own with greater discipline.

10 / A PRACTICAL BRAND-DISTINCTION ROADMAP

Start with what makes the business different.

G Define the market position. Who are you best suited to serve? Where do you consistently create
unusual value? What types of projects, clients, markets, circumstances,
or problems bring out your best work? Positioning begins there,
not with a tagline workshop.

Identify what is actually Look for things competitors cannot easily claim: operating models,
° ownable. specializations, proprietary processes, culture, geographic expertise,
delivery approaches, technology, history, client experience, subject-
matter expertise, proof, language, or recognizable behaviors.
Build the brand around reality.
Create a recognizable Develop enough consistency in typography, color, imagery, language,

layouts, graphics, and other devices that the brand remains
recognizable even when the logo is absent.

brand world.

Capture the work while Do not wait until project completion to think about marketing.

it is happening. Capture field conditions, crews, milestones, difficult decisions,
problems solved, before-and-after conditions, progress photography,
lessons, metrics, client feedback, and subject-matter expertise.
The best brand material is already happening on your jobsites.

Turn proof into content. One strong project can produce a project case study, market-sector
content, an expert article, social content, recruiting material, a video,
a conference presentation, an email, and proposal proof. Marketing
does not need more random content. It needs better raw material.

Connect the ecosystem. Markets should connect to projects. Projects should connect to
experts. Experts should connect to insights. Careers should connect
to employee stories. Content should reinforce positioning.

The website should behave like a system instead of a filing cabinet.

Run the logo-removal test. Hide the logo. Look at the website. Look at a proposal. Look at a
LinkedIn post. Look at a recruiting ad. Look at a jobsite sign.

Could it belong to your closest competitor? Every “yes” identifies an
opportunity to make the brand more magnetic.

THE BRAND DISTINCTION STUDY 10
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11 /SO, IS CONSTRUCTION REALLY BEIGE?

Beige? Not at the top.

That may be the biggest lesson of this research. The stereotype of construction marketing being
uniformly bland, conservative, and interchangeable does not hold up well among the 2026 ENR Top
400 Contractors.

The majority have recognizable brands. But the study also shows that the opportunity has changed.
The industry has made significant progress in how it looks.

The standard is no longer simply a polished website and strong project photography. Those are
becoming table stakes. Construction companies that want to separate themselves now need a
stronger connection between brand, expertise, proof, people, and content.

12 / CONCLUSION

Credibility gets you considered.
Distinction helps you get chosen.

Construction remains a relationship-driven industry. But relationships increasingly begin before
two people meet. A prospective employee searches the company before accepting an interview.
A client visits the website before adding a contractor to a shortlist. A developer reviews projects.
A referral checks LinkedIn. A future partner reads a market page. An executive sees an article.
A search engine or Al platform attempts to determine what the company is known for.

Every one of those interactions contributes to the brand. The Top 400 show that large contractors
increasingly understand this. For everyone else, the message is not to copy them. It is to recognize
that the standard has changed.

A professional-looking company is expected. A credible company is expected. An experienced
company is expected. The competitive advantage is becoming a company that is clear

enough to understand, credible enough to trust, and distinctive enough to remember.

That is the foundation of what we call a “magnetic brand”.

ABOUT A/E/C CMOs

A/E/C CMOs provides fractional CMO leadership and implementation support for construction companies ready to grow with
greater focus. We combine construction-specific marketing strategy, original industry research, brand positioning, content,
digital marketing, and practical execution to help contractors construction magnetic brands that attract better work, better
talent, and better margins.

Constructing Magnetic Brands. | www.aeccmos.com
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