
Estimating is
Discipline

Estimating Trainer Harry Carter Shows That Professional Estimators
Have One Excellent Characteristic—Discipline

To a professional estimator like Harry Carter, a good library is a must.

He detected a serious problem and
decided to do something about it.

That’s why Harry G. Carter came
to be chief executive officer and prin-
cipal headmaster of the Carter School
of Estimating, in Hudson, NH. The
no w-famous estimator's school—with
more than 400 estimators graduated
since 1976—is one of the few of its
kind in the world.

It arose from the frustrations that
Harry, who spent 28 years as a free
lance estimator for more than 21 sub-
trades, experienced. The more contrac-
tors he encountered, the more estimat-
ing approaches he found—and they all
varied.

They vary less these days, thanks to
the Carter School of Estimating, which
is located among tall pines in a subur-
ban New England setting. Licensed by
the state of New Hampshire, the
school currently consists of a complete
classroom and reproduction room with
four complete computer programming
terminals.

Its curriculum schedule calls for
eight classes per year—mostly of two
weeks—with twelve Division Nine stu-
dents per class—drywall, plaster,
painting, insulation, and other sub-
specialty trades.

Born in Lawrence, Mass., son of
painting contractor Harry A. Carter
and Luella Sousa Carter, both of
whom reside in Lawrence, Harry
worked in the trades as a painter. After
a 1951-54 hitch as a U.S. Marine Sar-
geant, he helped run his father’s paint-
ing and decorating contracting
business.

Continued on page 42
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“Estimate is a word that does mean approximate. Production rates are
approximate. They are data that an intelligent contractor should constantly be

striving to improve, to get closer to real conditions.”

HARRY CARTER  From page 8

Two years later, the two started up
their own free lance estimating service.
By 1976 when he began his school,
Harry had compiled some firm ideas
on teaching estimating. The evidence
is overwhelming: his concept works for
beginner and professional alike.

While Harry runs the classroom ses-
sions, his wife, Jacqueline Chagnon
Carter, handles the office and admin-
istrative end of things. Together
they’ve overcome the normal start-up
problems, and the school is preparing
for another round of growth.

DIMENSIONS: You mentioned
that you had some firm ideas on

estimating and that these concepts
haven’t been universally accepted by
contracting people. What did you
mean by that?

CARTER: Whether I was teaching
estimating or doing a free lance esti-
mating job, I just saw that every-
one—and I mean everyone—had a dif-
ferent idea . . . concept . . . approach
to. . . or reaction against . . . the idea
of systemizing estimating.

With them estimating was a guess-
timate or what we call a WAG—a
Wild Awful Guess is a cleaned-up
definition.

DIMENSIONS: That isn’t too dif-
ficult to understand. I’ve heard expe-
rienced contractors make the state-
ment to the effect that estimating is

an art, not a science. Do you agree
with that?

CARTER: It’s a science up to the
point of production rates.. You can
determine precisely how many studs
you need, how many lineal feet of
track are required, the total of board
feet. Material quantities are a science
—or should be—right down to the last
screw or nail.

For years, Harry Carter and his father did
estimating by contract—until Harry decided
to show others just how it should be done.

Now, estimate is a word that does
mean approximate. Production rates
are approximate. They are data that
an intelligent contractor should con-
stantly be striving to improve, to get
closer to real conditions.

Because people and conditions and
a whole host of other pertinent condi-
tions are different, production rates
will be different.

It’s a science in the area of produc-
tion rates, but a systematic approach
to this difficult problem should be
pursued.

DIMENSIONS: So quantities are a
science, add production rates are
probable, an estimate, an approx-
imation?

CARTER: Yes, I think that’s the
right approach. Let me say something
about production rates. If you ever
hope to be a successful estimator or
contractor, you must have your own
data on production rates. If a contrac-
tor bids a man to do 1,200 feet of
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board a day, that’s what his records
should show a worker does under
those same conditions. In too many
cases, a contractor might bid an ac-
ceptable number like this and if the
man does it, fine; if he doesn’t, the
contractor loses.

DIMENSIONS: How does a con-
tractor go about getting his own, indi-
vidual company numbers?

CARTER: He sets up a system to
get numbers. He keeps records on
past jobs. He could even have people
on his jobs performing time studies,
measuring production rates under
given conditions. He counts how
many lineal feet goes up under this set
or that set of conditions. His system
is set up to keep records on how many
square feet of board go in and how
many reels or feet of tape are used.

DIMENSIONS: There is a long list
of literature on what a worker does
when he sees the man with the time
study stop watch observing work
habits. It’s argued that the data is
false, made deliberately so by a reac-
tion to confuse time studies, isn’t that
true?

C A R T E R :  If a worker thinks
you’re time studying him to get rid of
him, of course he’ll react in predict-
able ways. But if you explain . . . if
you communicate . . . accurate num-
bers are necessary to bid properly on
jobs and thus provide work, time
studies can get cooperation from the
man in the field.

And that’s what I’m asking for: ac-
curate measurement of production
rates. There’s no excuse or alternative:
you must have accurate rate data for
YOUR company.

DIMENSIONS: Harry, if you had
to set down a logical procedure for ef-
ficient estimating, what would it be

the sequence? What comes ab-
solutely first?

CARTER: First? That’s easy. You
get yourself a complete set of plans
and specs. Working with partials will
only get you in trouble.

DIMENSIONS: Some general con-
tractors, for various reasons, don’t
like to give out complete sets of plans.

CARTER: That’s true. But you
need them because lots of things that
effect you could be hidden in the other
contractor’s drawings. To properly
figure a drywall job or metal studs—
and especially heavy gage metal—you
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better find out how things will go in-
to place with other systems.

Some contractors go in and take a
look at the architectural plan and bid
the drywall from that—

DIMENSIONS: —and that’s a
Harry Carter “no, no”, isn’t it?

CARTER: That’s a definite “no,
no.” The-se other things relate to your
work, effect your production rates

and installation. What if the insula-
tion section requires a drywall con-
tractor to provide all the insulation
. . . or the sound section says the
drywall contractor will provide and in-
stall sound attenuation blankets.
Bankruptcies are built on such over-
sights.

You could quickly and expensively
be out in left field with a bid. You
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simply MUST look at all specs on
every job.

DIMENSIONS: And step number
two? What’s that?

CARTER: Do everything in your
power to get sufficient time for bid-
ding. If you must pick up plans on a
Monday and get a bid in by Tuesday,
you should seriously consider taking
a raincheck on that job.

Even the best estimator needs time
to study . . . to mull over . . . the
drawings. It it’s a rehabilitation job,
get to the work site and take a look
at the building. Don’t throw out a
price just to get one out.

DIMENSIONS: Number three?
CARTER: Get the drawings in

YOUR office to do the take-off and
pricing. Don’t rely on your estimator

Whether with student estimators or profes-
sionals, Harry Carter’s message is the
same—discipline is the key to estimating.

going to the GC’s office and doing a
two-hour take-off.

Even if you have to pay for the
reproduction costs, get a complete set
of plans in your office . . .

DIMENSIONS: . . . and the fourth
step?

CARTER: Double check every
estimate. We’re all human and we all
make mistakes. If you’re large enough
and you can afford to do it, take off
every job twice. And check carefully
all those mathematical calculations.

In the estimating seminars I present
with AWCI, we give each student the

same production rate, materials cost,
and selling price per day for the man-
power. Each student invariably comes
up wi th  a  d i f ferent  number-ah
because of the variance in math
calculations.

DIMENSIONS: I suppose you op-
pose strongly an estimator checking
his own numbers.

CARTER: You’re a writer. Have
you ever made the mistake of proof-
reading your own writing?

DIMENSIONS: To my everlasting
sorrow, yes.

CARTER:  Estimators are the
same. They can’t find their own mis-
takes efficiently either. You can look
at your own math error a dozen times
and not pick it up. Give it to someone
else and that individual will spot it in
a second.

DIMENSIONS: How about the
fifth step in the sequence?

CARTER: I express that one in
negative terms: Don’t mail out bids to
every general contractor on the job.
No way will all of these GC’s in that
project be one you want to work with
—and mailing out bids indiscrimi-
nantly isn’t the way to win jobs
anyway.

I say call in your bids over the
phone—late. That gives less time for
your bid to be shopped effectively—

DIMENSIONS: —and when a bid
shopping GC puts the heat on to get
your number? How do you respond?

CARTER: Like a subcontractor
who’s been around the block a few
times. He stalls . . . plays the game
cleverly, too. He can answer, “The
bid isn’t complete yet . . . I’m still
working on it . . . I’ll have it to you
when it’s finished . . . We haven’t
checked our math out yet . . .”

I can think of a dozen or two more,
if you wish?

DIMENSIONS: No, your drift is
clear. But sooner or later you do need
to put the number out. How do you
protect yourself?

C A R T E R :  You can’t protect
yourself from a chiseler every time.
But you should only send out a writ-
ten confirmation to the low GC bid-
der . . . after he gets the job others
will call up and say, “Where was I on
that job . . .” the bid peddling can be
vicious.

DIMENSIONS: How about op-
tions and alternates? Do you feel a
specialty contractor should go for
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changes? Suggest ways to save . . .
that sort of thing?

CARTER: Oh, absolutely. Every
good, experienced contractor will go
for options.

And architects and owners expect
it. A lot of architects will design a wall
form the concrete slab to the top. For
example, an architect might include J
trim on both sides of a partition when
drywall is above the ceiling.

After thousands of estimates, Harry Carter
teaches that genius is 10% inspiration and
90% perspiraton.

Most owners could care less if
there’s a J bead at the top where the
board attaches, or if it’s flat taped. It
certainly isn’t going to show, so in an
apartment building you could give a
deduct alternate for the J bead in lieu
of flat taping. They’ll take the credit,
happily.

DIMENSIONS: Earlier, you men-
tioned that the successful estimator
should always bid apples to apples.
How does a subcontractor know if
what he bids matches up with what
the job requires.?

CARTER: That’s always tough,
but a good approach is to avoid send-
ing out hazy descriptions of your
work scope intent.

Don’t send out a bid proposing to
do all the work as proposed in Sec-
tion 9—or whatever. State clearly each
and every item you’ll do on the job.

Will you do only the drywall or the
painting, or both? State it. If you are
going to install J trim on all windows,
say that . . . or corner bead on all cor-
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ners. If you plan to use 3 coats on the
tape, state it.

Write out exactly and carefuly what
your bid covers. And remember that
bidding a package is today’s way to
get jobs. If you can save the GC from
putting on a carpenter from one
job-say, wood blocking—by in-
cluding it in your bid, you’re one step
closer to getting the job.

DIMENSIONS: I believe I bear a
plea for raiding other sections? Is my
hearing accurate?

CARTER: Of course it is. Packag-
ing is the name of today’s game. The
more you can take off, bid, and do,
the more chance you have. Your work
is often in the other sections anyway.

DIMENSIONS: Harry, I’ve heard
a great deal about the Carter system.
You admit that many of your students
get uncomfortable with the strict con-
trol . . . the discipline . . . in your ap-
proach to estimating.

What, in a nutshell, is the Carter
system?

CARTER: From the specifications,
to the takeoff, to the doing of the job,
everything should be done in orga-
nized sequence.

My system is an organized system
taken from the experience of hun-
dreds of contractors. You take the job
off precisely as it will be built in the
field. If, for instance, we’re going to
do heavy gage framing first, then
that’s where we start in the estimate—
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we take off systematically and repro-
duce the job as if we’re in the field
building it.

DIMENSIONS: Difficulty factors?
They change the complexion of the
same task significantly, don’t they?

CARTER: They change things
enough to rip out the bottom line.

If a soffit is at 18 feet, the difficulty
factor isn’t as much as 22 feet—and
you’d better not price them the same
because of that difficulty difference.

If every estimator uses the same dif-
ficulty factors that his firm has devel-
oped on every job, he won’t be put-
ting out bad estimates. Call them rigid
rules if you want to—that’s what I call
them—but that’s what they are. Every
company should use their same rules
and not guess at unit prices.

DIMENSIONS: There’s still the
unresolved matter of estimating, bud-
geting and pricing. Some contractors
feel that pricing is within their per-
sonal authority, that they’ll do it
rather than the estimator. How do
you feel about this separation line be-
tween owner and estimator?

CARTER: It’s an overdone issue.
The estimator should do most of the
job costing on the jobs he does. It
trains the estimator and takes pressure
off the accounting department.

The trend is for someone else to do
the pricing, but I personally don’t
agree with it. You can price out at any
time, and it’s often too late when it
goes to the front office. The estimator
may have spotted a job condition and
i t  o f ten won’ t  get  caught—or
corrected.

A contractor can maintain his pro-
prietary security. The estimator
doesn’t need to know anything. If
that’s your problem, letting the esti-
mator know your secret information
and perhaps go elsewhere with it, then
give him material prices are are 20%
high and apply a percentage on pro-
duction rates.

DIMENSIONS: A good estimator
will spot that nonsense rather quickly
—and perhaps resent it—won’t be?

CARTER: A good one will; yes.
Estimators know a lot more about
their companies than many contrac-
tors give them credit for. Anyway, it
doesn’t take all that much to draw a
reasonably accurate profile of a com-
petitor. And with computers, it’s get-
ting easier all the time. Continued
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DIMENSIONS: Computers? A few
years ago, they were a dizzy fad for
contractors. Today with the onrush of
personal computers, they’re becoming
as necessary as a sharp pencil. What’s
happening?

CARTER: Plenty is happening.
The computer revolution is just that—
a revolution. Five years ago when I
started out, I could hardly give a com-
puter away. Last month I sold 25
computer installations.

The modem contractor is learning
that the advantages of electronic com-
putation is here. You’re getting out of
the competitive swim as long as you
avoid coming to grips with what a
computer can offer.

DIMENSIONS: Yet in the AWCI-
Carter School estimating seminars,
you don’t get that heavily into com-
puters, do you?

CARTER:  We do some intro-
ductory work on computers at these
seminars. But in two and one-half
days, your educational package is

limited to the barest essentials of
showing how a good estimate is put
together.

You need more time to come to
grips with computers. Our residence
class runs two weeks on this end of
the estimating scale.

DIMENSIONS: I wouldn’t expect
you to put down these seminars, but
can that much be learned in two and
one-half days?

CARTER:  I wouldn’t think of
criticizing these valuable seminars.
And the answer can that much be
learned is “absolutely”. Remember,
the people attending these seminars
are not beginners. They know the
estimating game and two and half
days with experienced professionals
sitting alongside makes for an extra-
ordinary learning experience.

DIMENSIONS: One last question,
please. Is the computer that all-impor-
tant, really?

CARTER:  It is almost—right
now—at the point of being indispen-
sible. It’ll never replace an estimator
and isn’t intended to do that. You
need common sense to take off, price
reason out difficulty factors. But it’ll
do arithmetic faster and better; it’ll
break out prices on 2-3 items at the
punch of a key; it’ll give job reports
with daily updating capabilities, and
it’ll keep a track record of your
competitors.

Then, there’s the prestige element.
When you walk into a GC’s or an ar-
chitect’s office with a print-out,
you’re announcing that you’re into
modern management and you can
bring that professionals approach
onto the job at hand. Scribbling on
the back of an envelope or scrap
paper hints at a businessman still in
the dark ages.

And that’s what the estimating
game is all about. Absolutely no one
wins when a contractor takes a job for
nothing. The entire building team
loses—and the owner has less than
what he was willing to pay for.

Who needs that kind of situation?
No one. It’s a problem that’s been
with us a long time—and with tight,
controlled, disciplined estimating
that’s been carefully checked and re-
checked, we can do something about
it.

That’s what the Carter system is all
about.
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