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Access to Management Information Imperative for Contractors 

By Jack Orth, Somerset CPAs (Indianapolis) 

Not so many years ago, technology was adding machines, fax machines and camcorders (Beta format no less).  Since 
that time cell phones, Excel, email, internet, document imaging have replaced the 2-way radio, columnar paper, snail mail, 
yellow pages and file cabinets.  In fact, in 1980 very few companies had the ability or resources to install and maintain any 
type of computerization to assist with the daily operations of the business.  Fast forward to today.  According to a recent 
CFMA IT survey, over 95% of the respondents reported using some type of Accounting/Job Cost/Payroll software in 
house.  Additionally, 91% stated they use an Estimating software tool, while 83% reported using Project Management 
applications. 
 
Subsequently, there has been quite a technology culture shift since the early days of automation.  Most, if not all in our 
industry, are now utilizing various types of hardware/software to assist with daily routines and to more effectively use labor 
resources.  In fact, many have utilized the same hardware/software for more than a few years and, except for the 
occasional software upgrade which is required to stay in sync with ever-changing operating systems, have not really done 
much to enhance their “effective” utilization of their existing systems. This begs several questions: 
 
Are You Fully Utilizing Your Current Systems? 
Since 1997 I have professionally consulted on construction ERP (enterprise resource process) products and have noticed 
the vast majority of businesses do not fully utilize that which they have already purchased.  In fact, many do not even 
come close to effectively deploying the features that come standard with their hardware/software purchase.  When they 
first were introduced to the systems, certain functionality and application “have to haves” are what initially attracted the 
contractor to make the purchase.  But, after the “have to haves” were readily implemented and internal procedures 
adapted to accommodate the newly installed systems, what was done about the other pieces of functionality that came 
standard with the systems?  Were the additional features reviewed to determine if they might be of value and applicable to 
the company in its quest to automate more?  How much is still being performed “manually” and outside current systems?  
How much manpower is being wasted on these manual processes?  Was a software professional consulted when the 
initial purchase was made to guide the company through the implementation to take full advantage of the systems?  Has 
the company taken advantage of upgrades that may include new features? 
 
In most instances the answer to these questions is a resounding “NO.”  Subsequently, an effective system utilization rate 
of 50% or less is not uncommon. Realizing that no company ever truly achieves 100% utilization, but many hardly scratch 
the surface and fewer still do not even know or realize what functionality they already have at their collective fingertips.  
For example, if your accounting firm asks for a trial balance in an Excel format, can your system easily produce it?  Does 
your ERP solution have the ability to export this report (and many others just like it) into an Excel spreadsheet format?  Do 
you take advantage of “committed” cost/purchase order/subcontract processes in your daily activities?  Can reports be 
sent via email as a secure attachment directly from your ERP solution?  These questions and many more are becoming 
part of a growing outcry of need for contractors which simply cannot afford to manually develop these items any longer.  In 
many cases they already have the tools at their disposal but simply are not aware of them. 
  
Are You Receiving Required Reports/Information From Your Software? 
It seems that too often during a contractor’s quest to gain the information required to manage their jobs/company, they are 
informed that it is not possible to retrieve the desired data from their ERP solution.  This leaves them with two options: 1) 
direct personnel/resources to manually extract the information from whatever sources are available or 2) simply do without 
the information.  Neither option is a good one no matter how you look at it.  Perhaps the manager is looking for a report as 
simple as an accounts receivable aging report by customer or job or both or perhaps needs a report that tells them by 
project manager or department just how profitable their service work has been since the beginning of the fiscal year.  
Either way, a good ERP solution should easily be able to produce such reports.  If the solution has a good report writing 
tool, perhaps a customized report or two would be in order to generate the required information.  Additionally, there are 
other tools/solutions available that are able to extract data from most software systems (i.e., Crystal Reports, Access, 
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Excel, etc.).  If the information is in the ERP solution, then logic tells us that we should be able to get it out in a usable 
format.  In most cases, there are tools readily available to assist with such data extraction. 
 
Are You Able to Connect Your Current ERP Solution to Other Systems? 
Many contractors have spent countless hours and many thousands of dollars to develop a comprehensive 
hardware/software solution only to find out that it is an “island of information” unto itself. The data stored within it is not 
sharable with any other software package in their possession.  The painful process of massaging and re-entering the data 
into their ERP or other solution is tedious and completely manual.  Perhaps the current CRM (Customer Relationship 
Management) software solution in place does not share/update information that is already contained in your ERP solution. 
Maybe you are considering a paperless environment with document scanning and control but the scanned data cannot 
linked to any area of your ERP system.  With most of today’s software solutions the ability to share information back and 
forth is quite common, even if it is in an import/export type of process.  If the data cannot easily be shared there are other 
options that may be able to assist us in viewing the data in a “common” area. 
 
Does Your Software Really Do What You Need It to Do? 
If after reviewing these questions you answered “NO” to any or all of them, perhaps you need to ask yourself if your 
current systems are really performing for you the way you need them to.  After all, in this competitive business world 
where running “lean” is the ultimate goal, no companies can afford excess personnel to handle any of the special projects 
and manual processes we previously discussed.  And since running lean is the current modus operandi for most 
contractors, it is imperative that essential business management information is current, accurate, sharable and available 
in the required format(s). 
 
In conclusion, perhaps you need to re-evaluate your current systems or simply re-evaluate how you use the systems you 
have in place.  Either way, having solid, reliable and efficient systems that give you mandatory information is critical to 
your business’s success today.  Information contributes to knowledge and knowledge is what we seek. 
  
 
 
Jack Orth is a senior construction software consultant and member of the Information Solutions Team at Somerset CPAs 
(Indianapolis). He can be reached at jorth@somersetcpas.com or at 317-472-2586. 
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