
Innovating in a Downturn: 
A Guide for Concrete Producers
A guide to not just surviving an economic downturn, 
but emerging from it stronger than ever.
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Lessons Learned From  
Previous Downturns
The construction industry was severely a昀昀ected 
by the last recession. Between 2007 and 2013, the 

number of construction companies fell by nearly 

150,000 and over 2.3 million jobs were lost in the 

U.S. alone. Given the potential impact on world 

markets caused by COVID-19 and the recent oil 

price war, many economists believe  that we 

could be headed for another downturn. 

For concrete producers, a slowdown rather 

than a recession is predicted. Regardless of the 

outcome, business leaders are preparing to alter 

their strategies to adapt to uncertainty and change.

The strongest business leaders  
have always seen di昀케cult times as  
an opportunity. 

Companies in the technology industry do this 

particularly well. They understand that they can’t 

stand still—they must be ready when the economy 

inevitably rebounds. During the last recession, 

Intel took the necessary steps to cut costs, 

laying o昀昀 thousands of employees worldwide. 
At the same time, it deprioritized its traditional 

chip technology and invested $7 billion in new 

manufacturing facilities in the U.S. to concentrate 

wholly on next-generation chip technology.

While it’s true that technology is slightly more 

sheltered from economic downturns than the 

construction industry, Intel’s proactive approach 

holds some lessons for the concrete industry. 

Most business leaders focus solely on the 昀椀rst 
two actions: preserving capital and sharpening 

business plans. In other words, they cut costs, 

reining in marketing expenses, reducing 

headcount, and pulling back on research and 

development initiatives. 

While it’s prudent to shore up capital during 

slower economies, retreating from investment 

entirely also means retreating from future pro昀椀ts. 
That’s why the third action is equally important 

as the 昀椀rst two—if not more important. Economic 
downturns o昀昀er a unique opportunity to launch 
innovative new products. When other 昀椀rms pull 
back, unmet customer needs emerge. In fact, 

the odds on the success of a well-targeted 

new venture may be higher in a bust than in a 

competitive boom.

This guide describes how concrete producers 

can apply these actions to recession-proof their 

business models.

3 Actions to Take in an 
Economic Downturn: 

1. Preserve capital

2. Sharpen business plans 

3. Invest in opportunities 
that will generate revenue 
later

https://www.constructconnect.com/blog/6-tips-recession-proof-construction-company
https://www.constructconnect.com/blog/6-tips-recession-proof-construction-company
https://time.com/5837442/first-global-depression-our-lifetimes/
https://precast.org/2020/03/2020-precast-forecast-holding-steady/?fs=recession
https://precast.org/2020/03/2020-precast-forecast-holding-steady/?fs=recession
https://www.fastcompany.com/1160999/intel-plans-beat-downturn-innovating
https://guides.wsj.com/management/innovation/how-to-innovate-in-a-downturn/
https://guides.wsj.com/management/innovation/how-to-innovate-in-a-downturn/
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1. Preserve Capital
Even when economies are booming, capital 
e昀케ciency is a good business practice. During 
a downturn, it’s more important than ever to 

squeeze as much value as possible from every 

dollar spent.

Concrete producers can take several routes 

to preserve capital and reduce large 昀椀xed 
costs in the face of a slowing or shrinking 

economy, including things like adopting new 

material technologies and mix designs to lower 

production costs.

While each business will assess its own unique 

scenario around headcount and other overheads, 

lowering production costs while retaining quality 

is something that all businesses seek to do, 

regardless of the state of the economy.

Since cement is one of the most expensive 

ingredients in concrete, many capital e昀케ciency-
centric innovations will aim to replace or reduce 

the quantity of cement required to produce 

quality concrete. These innovations include the 

use of supplementary cementitious materials 

and, more recently, carbon capture and 

utilization technology.

https://precast.org/2012/11/get-more-from-your-mix-for-less/
https://precast.org/2012/11/get-more-from-your-mix-for-less/
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1. Waste CO
2
 emissions are collected 

from local industrial emitters by gas 

companies and then puri昀椀ed. 

2. The puri昀椀ed CO
2 
is stored onsite at the 

concrete plant and connected to the 

CarbonCure Technology.

3. The CarbonCure Technology injects 

CO
2 
into the concrete during mixing to 

produce stronger, greener concrete.

4. Private and public projects are built 

with CarbonCure concrete, reducing 

embodied carbon in new buildings.

Supplementary Cementitious Materials

Supplementary Cementitious Materials (SCMs) act as cement replacements 

in concrete for various performance-based reasons. However, some of them 

can signi昀椀cantly reduce the cost of production. Fly ash, for example, costs 

signi昀椀cantly less than cement.

Since their introduction, studies and industry testing have proven that SCMs 

are an e昀昀ective way to reduce production costs while maintaining the quality 
of concrete produced with cement. SCMs have an environmental bene昀椀t too 
since they also take post-industrial waste from coal and steel and sequester it 

for the lifetime of the concrete structure.

Carbon Capture and Utilization Technology

Carbon capture and utilization in concrete has enormous potential to reduce 

production costs. Carbon mineralization—one form of carbon utilization—

uses carbon that has been captured by any other means to create greater 

value for concrete producers.

CarbonCure is a leader in carbon mineralization. It provides a technology 

that works by injecting recycled CO
2
 into fresh concrete during mixing. Once 

injected, the CO
2
 undergoes a chemical reaction where it transforms into a 

mineral, improving the compressive strength of the concrete, which enables 

the reduction of costly cement content in mix designs.

The CarbonCure Solution

https://precast.org/2010/05/using-fly-ash-in-concrete/
https://precast.org/2010/05/using-fly-ash-in-concrete/
https://www.fhwa.dot.gov/pavement/recycling/fach03.cfm
https://www.carboncure.com/
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2. Sharpen Business Plans
During an economic crisis, business leaders tend to make decisions with 

what can only be described as a signi昀椀cant information de昀椀cit. No one 
knows what the future will look like for the economy—or for individual 

businesses.

As such, most concrete producers are adjusting 2020 business plans to keep 

only the top strategic priorities in focus.

For many producers, the priorities that will remain top of the list are ones 

that can help them maintain liquidity to weather the storm. 

For example, technology or digital transformation initiatives that will 

help automate manual processes or create e昀케ciencies in work昀氀ows to save 
money should remain on the list of priorities.

Customers want the right product according to their schedule. Delivery 

and quality control process improvements can signi昀椀cantly impact a 
producer’s bottom line while maximizing customer satisfaction and loyalty. 

For example, if a producer had planned to embark on a new or improved 

dispatch and quality control system, the team should conduct a cost-bene昀椀t 
analysis to determine if the technology will create enough process e昀케ciency 
or waste reduction to warrant its cost. It’s important to base the cost-bene昀椀t 
analysis on current and future projected sales.

Projects that reduce the cost of sales should also be prioritized. For example, 

if a producer had planned to trial new admixtures or invest in new retro昀椀t 
technologies that would cost less but deliver the same quality, those projects 

should remain on the table.

3. Invest in New Revenue-Generating 

Opportunities
One upside of a recession is that, in economic downturns, bold business 

leaders can literally leapfrog the competition by di昀昀erentiating a product in a 
simple way that leaves internal teams feeling strong and customers feeling heard.

For concrete producers, the best way to di昀昀erentiate today is through 
sustainable concrete products. 

Following the global pandemic, there is a greater appetite for sustainable 

solutions in all aspects of life. That’s because the world is on track for the 

largest drop in carbon emissions since World War II. In highly polluted 

places like India, the Himalayas are visible from nearly 100 miles away for 

the 昀椀rst time in almost 30 years. Images like this have been eye-opening to 
the public at large.

As the economy rebuilds, concrete producers should keep environmental 

sustainability top-of-mind to serve an audience that has reevaluated what 

“normal” looks like.

Image courtesy of: CNN

https://www.carboncure.com/concrete-corner/innovations-enhancing-the-health-of-people-and-businesses-amid-covid-19/
https://www.forbes.com/sites/mikemaddock/2019/08/20/the-upside-of-another-recession/#4bb1c4275a08
https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/sustainability/our-insights/addressing-climate-change-in-a-post-pandemic-world
https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/sustainability/our-insights/addressing-climate-change-in-a-post-pandemic-world
https://www.vice.com/en_uk/article/7kznjy/coronavirus-lockdown-environment-impact-work-from-home
https://www.cnn.com/travel/article/himalayas-visible-lockdown-india-scli-intl/index.html
https://www.carboncure.com/concrete-corner/how-to-boost-sustainability-and-profitability-in-a-post-covid-19-world/
https://www.cnn.com/travel/article/himalayas-visible-lockdown-india-scli-intl/index.html


Indiana University Purdue University in Indianapolis, IN was built with CarbonCure concrete supplied by imi, which saved 180,000 pounds of embodied carbon.
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Image courtesy of: Indiana University Purdue University

Why is Sustainability a Di昀昀erentiator?

Even before the pandemic, sustainability was 
on the agenda across the construction industry, 

driven by initiatives like the Structural Engineers 

2050 Challenge and Architecture 2030. Concrete 

is a particular area of focus in these initiatives.

That’s because traditional concrete produces 

more CO
2
 than the aviation industry. Cement, the 

key ingredient that gives concrete its strength, has 

a large environmental footprint. According to the 

International Energy Agency, cement is responsible 
for up to 7 percent of the world’s CO

2
 emissions 

and 7 percent of industrial energy consumption.

Solutions like CarbonCure can help producers 

di昀昀erentiate their products. CarbonCure not only 
reduces the need for cement, one of the most 

expensive and carbon-intensive ingredients in 

concrete production, it also injects carbon dioxide 

into the concrete mix, storing it as a mineral 

for the lifetime of the structure. CarbonCure’s 

solutions are designed to o昀昀er minimal disruption 
to regular plant operations so they can be adopted 

widely and quickly.

Producers that are not thinking about developing 

sustainable concrete mixes may lose signi昀椀cant 
market share to competitors as more industry 

associations and government bodies set 

standards for carbon-reducing building practices.  

Irving Materials Inc. (imi) is a great example of 

a producer that built a competitive advantage 

in the midwest by being an early adopter of 

sustainable concrete solutions. Following its 

launch, imi’s green concrete led to a host of new 

business, including a 6,000 cubic yard pour for 

the Indiana University Purdue University.  

 

 

Learn more about imi’s sustainable concrete 
journey in this short webinar.

https://images.iu.edu/
https://www.carboncure.com/concrete-corner/what-is-se2050-and-what-impact-will-it-have-on-your-concrete-business/
https://www.carboncure.com/concrete-corner/what-is-se2050-and-what-impact-will-it-have-on-your-concrete-business/
https://architecture2030.org/
https://www.bbc.com/news/science-environment-46455844
https://www.iea.org/news/cement-technology-roadmap-plots-path-to-cutting-co2-emissions-24-by-2050
https://www.carboncure.com/
https://www.carboncure.com/resources/imi/
https://vimeo.com/427883402/e46531a76c
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CarbonCure Technologies Inc. is the global leader in CO
2
 utilization technologies 

for the world’s most abundant man-made material: concrete. The retro昀椀t 
CarbonCure Technology chemically mineralizes waste CO

2
 during the concrete 

manufacturing process to make greener and stronger concrete. CarbonCure 

has partnered with nearly 250 concrete producers across North America 
and Southeast Asia to create new production cost savings, gain competitive 

advantages and reduce the carbon footprint of the built environment.  

 

 
If you have any questions, connect with a CarbonCure rep at   
info@carboncure.com, or visit carboncure.com to learn more.
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Be Ready for the Recovery
The concrete industry is one of the oldest industries in the world. The 

reason for its longevity is its ability to innovate at key junctures to meet the 

future demands of modern society. Today, the industry is standing at one of 

those junctures.

Concrete producers that invest in innovations like CarbonCure to o昀昀er 
sustainable concrete solutions will be primed and ready for the recovery. 

Already companies like imi, Ozinga, and Thomas Concrete have taken 

proactive sustainability steps. They’ve tapped into new innovations like 

CarbonCure to create a competitive advantage in their markets that will only 

bene昀椀t them as the economy rebounds.

CarbonCure’s helps the concrete industry move from 
being the largest contributor to embodied carbon 
towards being the solution that actually eliminates 
carbon from the concrete manufacturing process.

mailto:info@carboncure.com
http://carboncure.com
https://www.carboncure.com/resources/imi/
https://www.carboncure.com/resources/ozinga/
https://www.carboncure.com/resources/thomas-concrete/
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