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Marshall & Swift Building Cost Index: A Comprehensive Guide

The construction industry thrives on accurate cost data. Whether you’re an architect, contractor, developer, or 

project manager, having reliable benchmarks is essential for budgeting, bidding, and financial forecasting. One of 

the most respected tools in this arena is the Marshall & Swift Building Cost Index. This article explores its

origins, methodology, applications, and how it compares to other cost indices, providing you with a complete

understanding of why this index remains a cornerstone for construction professionals worldwide.

What Is the Marshall & Swift Building Cost Index?

The Marshall & Swift Building Cost Index is a national index that tracks the cost of building construction in the

United States. Published by Marshall & Swift, a company that has been in the business of construction cost data for

over a century, the index offers a historical perspective and a current snapshot of construction costs across a wide

range of building types and regions.

Unlike regional or project-specific cost data, the index aggregates information from thousands of construction

projects, enabling users to gauge average cost changes over time. It is widely used for cost estimation, economic

analysis, and as a reference point in public and private construction contracts.

History and Evolution of the Index

Marshall & Swift was founded in 1904, and its first cost index was developed in the 1920s. Initially, the index

focused on commercial construction and was updated annually. Over the decades, the company expanded its

coverage to include residential, institutional, and infrastructure projects, and the publication frequency increased to

quarterly and monthly releases.

In the 1970s, Marshall & Swift introduced the concept of a “building cost index” that incorporated inflation, labor

rates, and material costs. By the 1990s, the index had evolved into a sophisticated tool that incorporated regional

adjustments, allowing users to compare costs across different states and metropolitan areas.

Today, the index is part of a suite of data products, including the Marshall & Swift Cost Index (MSCI), the

Construction Cost Index (CCI), and the Building Cost Index (BCI). These products are supported by an online

database that offers customizable reports, trend analysis, and forecasting tools.

Methodology and Data Sources

The accuracy of any cost index depends on the quality and breadth of its data. Marshall & Swift collects information

from a wide range of sources:

•  Project invoices and receipts – Detailed cost breakdowns from contractors and subcontractors.

•  Industry surveys – Periodic questionnaires sent to construction firms, suppliers, and labor unions.

•  Government contracts – Public sector procurement data, especially for infrastructure and institutional projects.

•  Market research reports – Published studies on material prices, labor rates, and equipment costs.

•  Academic and research institutions – Collaboration with universities for data validation and methodological 



refinement.

Data is then adjusted for factors such as inflation, regional cost differences, and project size. The index uses a

weighted average approach, where larger projects have a greater influence on the final figure, ensuring that the

index reflects real-world construction economics.

How the Index Is Calculated

Calculating the Marshall & Swift Building Cost Index involves several steps:

1.  Data collection – Raw cost data is gathered from the sources listed above.

2.  Data cleaning – Outliers and incomplete entries are filtered out to maintain data integrity.

3.  Inflation adjustment – Costs are converted to a common price level using the Consumer Price Index (CPI) or 

a construction-specific inflation index.

4.  Regional weighting – Costs are adjusted to account for regional cost-of-living differences, using a regional 

cost factor.

5.  Aggregation – Weighted averages are computed for each project category (e.g., residential, commercial, 

institutional).

6.  Index construction – The aggregated values are normalized against a base year (usually 2015 or 2020) to 

produce the final index numbers.

The resulting index is expressed as a relative value, where 100 represents the base year cost level. An index of 120

indicates that construction costs have increased by 20% relative to the base year.

Key Features and Components

The Marshall & Swift Building Cost Index offers several features that make it a valuable resource:

•  Annual, quarterly, and monthly releases – Users can track short-term fluctuations and long-term trends.

•  Regional breakdowns – State- and city-level data allows for localized cost estimation.

•  Project type classification – Separate indices for residential, commercial, institutional, and infrastructure 

projects.

•  Cost component analysis – Detailed breakdowns of material, labor, equipment, and overhead costs.

•  Historical data archives – Access to data dating back to the 1920s for trend analysis.

•  Forecasting tools – Predictive models that estimate future cost trends based on historical patterns.

Using the Index for Cost Estimation

Construction professionals use the index in several ways to improve cost accuracy:

•  Baseline cost estimation – The index provides a starting point for estimating project budgets based on the 

type and location of the building.

•  Cost escalation calculations – By applying the index’s inflation and regional adjustments, teams can forecast 

cost increases over the project timeline.

•  Bid evaluation – Contractors can compare their bids to the index to ensure competitiveness and identify 

potential cost overruns.

•  Financial analysis – Investors and developers use the index to assess return on investment (ROI) and to 

conduct sensitivity analyses.

•  Contract negotiation – The index serves as a neutral reference point during contract negotiations, reducing 

disputes over cost adjustments.



Benefits of the Marshall & Swift Index

Adopting the Marshall & Swift Building Cost Index offers several advantages:

•  Reliability – With a long history and a robust methodology, the index is widely accepted by industry 

stakeholders.

•  Comprehensive coverage – It spans all major construction sectors and geographic regions.

•  Ease of use – Online dashboards and customizable reports allow users to extract specific data quickly.

•  Consistency – The standardized methodology ensures that data is comparable across time and space.

•  Regulatory compliance – Many public sector projects require cost indices for procurement and audit purposes.

Limitations and Criticisms

No cost index is perfect. Some of the criticisms of the Marshall & Swift Building Cost Index include:

•  Data lag – The index is often published with a delay of one to three months, which may not reflect real-time 

price changes.

•  Regional granularity – While the index offers state-level data, it may not capture intra-state variations, 

especially in large metropolitan areas.

•  Project size bias – Larger projects carry more weight, potentially skewing the index if the construction market 

shifts toward smaller projects.

•  Cost component mix – The index aggregates costs, which can mask changes in specific cost drivers such as 

labor or material prices.

•  Transparency – Some users have requested more detail on how the index weights individual data points.

Comparison with Other Building Cost Indices

While the Marshall & Swift Building Cost Index is highly regarded, it competes with other indices such as the 

RSMeans Construction Cost Data, the Engineering News-Record (ENR) Construction Cost Index, and the 

American Institute of Architects (AIA) Cost Index. Below is a quick comparison:



Index Coverage Update Frequency Regional Detail Key Strengths

Marshall & Swift All construction 
sectors

Monthly State level Long history, 
comprehensive data

RSMeans Primarily 
commercial, 
residential, 
infrastructure

Quarterly City and county level Detailed cost 
breakdowns

ENR Commercial 
construction focus

Quarterly State and metro area Industry news 
integration

AIA Architectural projects Annual National average Architectural focus, 
design insights

Choosing the right index often depends on the specific needs of a project, the required granularity, and the type of

construction work.

Practical Steps to Use the Index

Below is a step-by-step guide to integrating the Marshall & Swift Building Cost Index into your cost estimation

workflow:

1.  Define the project scope – Identify the building type, size, and location.

2.  Obtain the relevant index values – Use the online portal to retrieve the index for the specific region and 

project type.

3.  Adjust for inflation – Apply the index’s inflation factor to convert past costs to present value.

4.  Apply regional adjustments – If your project is in a high-cost region, adjust the index upward accordingly.

5.  Incorporate cost component data – Break down the index into labor, materials, and overhead to refine 

estimates.

6.  Validate against local data – Cross-check the index-based estimate with local contractor quotes or recent 

project data.

7.  Document assumptions – Record all adjustments and assumptions for future reference and audit purposes.

8.  Update regularly – Revisit the index each time you receive a new release to keep your estimates current.

Case Studies

Real-world examples illustrate how the Marshall & Swift Building Cost Index can drive better decision-making:

Case Study 1: Urban Residential Development

A developer in New York City used the index to forecast material cost increases for a high-rise condominium

project. By applying the index’s regional adjustment factor of 1.15, they identified a potential $2.3 million escalation

over the construction period, allowing them to secure a fixed-price contract with suppliers and lock in budget limits.

Case Study 2: Public School Construction

A state government agency used the index to benchmark costs for a new elementary school. The index indicated a

5% rise in labor costs over the next year. The agency incorporated this into the procurement strategy, awarding a

contractor with a cost-plus incentive clause to mitigate risk.

Case Study 3: Infrastructure Rehabilitation



A municipal authority used the index to estimate the cost of rehabil
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