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Unistrut vs Aluminum Extrusion: Total Cost of
Ownership Wins
The cheapest frame on paper is rarely the cheapest build. See how labor,

corrosion, rework, weight, and reuse change the real cost of Unistrut and
aluminum extrusion.

The price on the invoice is not the cost of the frame

A full framing_comparison helps separate marketing from engineering, but the economics

change once labor and maintenance enter the picture. Steel Unistrut usually wins the shelf-
price contest. Aluminum extrusion usually loses it. That first impression is why so many
builders stop the analysis too early and end up paying for the project in labor, rework, and
maintenance instead of material.

The frame is a system, not a pile of parts. It consumes labor during assembly, labor during
modification, and money again any time corrosion, vibration, or bad fit forces a rebuild. The
cheapest material can become the most expensive build if the project has to be touched more
than once.

Where the hidden costs live

e Assembly time. If a framing system saves 30 seconds per connection and the build has
200 connection points, that is more than 100 minutes recovered before the job is done.
On a crew rate, that difference can erase a lot of raw material savings.

e Rework. Drilling, cutting, deburring, painting, and touch-up work do not show up in a
catalog price. They show up on the jobsite and in the labor ticket.

* Weight. Aluminum's lower mass matters when the frame has to be lifted overhead,
shipped long distance, bolted to a roof, or carried in a van. A 25-pound difference may
look small on paper, but on a payload-limited build it can trigger changes everywhere
else.

¢ Maintenance. Steel in a humid, outdoor, or coastal environment needs protection.
Galvanizing helps, but coating damage, cut edges, and long-term inspection still cost
money.

¢ Change tolerance. Some projects are finished once. Others are revised five times
before the layout is right. A system that can be loosened, moved, and reused often saves
more than it costs to buy.
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That is why pricing the frame only by linear foot misses the point. It ignores the cost of every
future decision that the frame either makes easy or makes expensive.

Why steel can still be the better budget choice

Steel Unistrut earns its reputation because the upfront economics are hard to beat when the
project is static.

If the frame is heavy-duty, indoors, and unlikely to change, steel is brutally efficient. Electrical
support runs, fixed HVAC hangers, pipe support, and seismic bracing benefit from the strength
and stiffness steel brings without forcing a premium material cost. For a contractor who has to
hit a bid target, that matters.

Steel also makes sense when labor is already standardized. If the crew knows the system, the
hardware is on the truck, and the installation is straightforward, the savings stay real. There is
no reason to pay for adjustability that the job will never use.

The catch is that steel only stays cheap when the project stays simple.

Why aluminum often wins the real budget

Aluminum changes the math in projects where weight, corrosion, or reconfiguration carry
ongoing cost.

The clearest example is a mobile build. In a van conversion, every pound competes with
payload, fuel economy, and suspension headroom. Aluminum framing may cost more at
purchase, but the weight reduction can simplify anchoring, reduce strain on mounting
surfaces, and preserve margin for the rest of the build. That is not a cosmetic benefit. It is a
systems-level advantage.

The same logic applies to overhead work. Lighter pieces are easier to stage, align, and fasten.
One installer can often handle sections that would otherwise need a second set of hands or
lifting assistance. Less handling means less fatigue, fewer dropped parts, and fewer alignment
mistakes.

Corrosion pushes the math even harder. In outdoor, marine, or high-humidity environments,
steel is never just steel. It is steel plus coating, plus inspection, plus eventual touch-up, plus
the risk that an edge or cut exposes bare metal. Aluminum's natural oxide layer removes a lot
of that overhead. The first bill may be higher, but the maintenance budget shrinks.

On projects that change frequently, aluminum framing also pays back through reuse. A
workstation that gets reconfigured every quarter is expensive if every change means drilling
new holes or scrapping welded steel. A bolted aluminum system can be opened, moved, and
rebuilt with the same components. That is the kind of flexibility that turns a one-time purchase
into a reusable asset.



The cost test that actually matters

Before choosing a frame, three questions usually expose the right answer:

1. Will the structure stay in one configuration for its entire life?
2. Will the environment punish steel with moisture, salt, or heat?
3. Will the build be moved, serviced, or reconfigured after installation?

If the answer to all three is no, steel Unistrut is hard to beat on pure value.

If one or more answers are yes, aluminum starts looking less like a premium upgrade and
more like the lower-risk financial choice. That is especially true in builds where rework is
expensive. A machine frame that needs to hold position within tight tolerances, a display
structure that gets transported repeatedly, or an overhead installation with limited access all
benefit from the kind of adjustment aluminum makes routine.

That is also where the broader framing conversation becomes useful. A full framing
comparison helps, but the decisive point is not which material is cheaper per foot. It is which
material reduces the total number of expensive actions the project will require.

The frame should lower friction, not just price

A good framing system removes problems. It should make the first assembly fast, the first
correction painless, and the first year of use uneventful.

Steel does that best when the job is heavy, fixed, and cost-sensitive. Aluminum does it best
when weight, corrosion, and future changes matter more than raw material price. The build
gets more expensive only when the chosen frame fights the project instead of supporting it.
The smartest budget choice is not the cheapest profile on the invoice. It is the system that
costs least after installation, after maintenance, and after the inevitable change that every real
project eventually faces.
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