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Technological advancements can help you with yo

By Michael J. Major

M
any contractors take a cautious, even

skept ica l  approach to  computers .  But  
not David Gage. Up to 17 years ago, he was
in the construction business. But one day
when he put down his pencil and paper and
sat in front of a computer to do some estimat-
ing, he says “it changed me forever.” He was

reading Future Shock, “that looked at the
future as an ever changing landscape, espe-
cially because of computers. I looked at it as a
big adventure, and I wanted to be a part of it.”

Gage says he had his estimating principles
down pretty well right at the start, although
the computers were slow and unwieldy in
those early days. But, as the technology
improved, so too have the speed and efficiency
of the estimating; and Gage has since added
other functions such as job management, bud-
get and scheduling, along with incorporating
word processing and faxing capabilities into
the same process.

Although, as Gage explains, the evolution of
time and experience has given him opportuni-
ties to improve his own skills and create more
efficiencies in his programming, the main dri-
ving force has been through the improvement
of computer technology, which, in turn, has
impelled him to make new updates in his soft-
ware to take advantage of the new changes.

About a dozen national software compa-
nies serve the wall and ceiling industry in the
same league as Gage. “The competition is
strong, for we all have access to the same tech-
nology, so when that changes, we change too,
to keep pace with one another.” As examples
of how quickly technological change is accel-
erating, Gage cites the fact that the evolution
from the first Apple II to the IBM 286 took
five years; from the 286 to the 386 took two
years; and from the 386 to 486, one year. At
the same time, the operating systems have
been improving, such as from Microsoft’s
DOS to its 3.1 release and recently launched
Windows 95.

These hardware and operating system
changes, in turn, have a direct relationship to
the user’s increased speed, efficiency and ease
of use. Just two years ago, Gage says, the typi-
cal screen allowed for just 80 characters. Now,
with Windows, four times as much information
appears, in a much more accessible format. In
addition, whereas before it took six steps to get
an estimate, now it’s down to a single step. Just
a year ago, the repricing on Gage’s software
might take as much as 60 minutes; now it can
take as little as three seconds.

In just the past two years, a new function
like scheduling is now able to be included in
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the software, and budgeting has become
enhanced because of bars, calendars and other
graphical features. Also, it’s only been in the
past two years that word processing and fax
technology has been able to be completely
integrated with the basic software package.
Bids and other documents now can be pre-
pared with the company logo and signature on
the word processing application and then be
automatically faxed to developers, architects
and suppliers. The quality of the fax, because
it is being digitally transferred directly over
the phone lines, looks exactly like a freshly
typed letter. Graphical images also can be so
transmitted.

How It Works
Just how does Gage’s software, called

Touchdown, and produced by his company,
Gage Technology, Tempe, Ariz., work? Basi-
cally, it defines three main categories to esti-Ymate material and labor costs: subcomponents,
components and assemblies. The first category
evolves into the second, and the second into
the third. In other words, so many subcompo-
nents make up a component, and a certain mix
of components make up an assembly.

For instance, the subcomponents of a 25
top and bottom track, along with a particular

size screw, and shot and pins would make up a
3 5/8 25-gauge at 24 inches on center compo-
nent, or wall for steel framing. Assemblies
could be beams, columns, soffits, or various
scratch, brown, and finish coats for plastering.

Gage explains that instead of painstakingly
building up an estimate from subcomponents
to components to assemblies, the computer,
which has all this information embedded into
it, works just the opposite. You just go to the
assembly you want, and the computer gives
you the price breakdown for its components
and subcomponents. Or, if you want the com-
ponent costs, it gives you that as well as the
subcomponent breakdown.

ou just put in the sizes,
types and grades you need,

along with the area, key the
computer, and you are given

the material you need along
with the unit prices. Suppose the
prices change? No problem. If

prices for any particular sub-
component become more, or less expensive,
or if you get a quantity discount from your
supplier, the computer can recalculate the job
where those subcomponents are being used in
just a few seconds.

The computer can also calculate labor
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costs. Gage cautions that the computer only calculates
an ideal situation, however, and it’s up to the expertise of
the estimator to take into account the many variables of
any actual job.

The software’s job management function consists of
preparing a budget from the costs of the estimate, and
then providing an evaluation of the scheduled time in
comparison to the actual time.

The budget can be broken down into various cate-
gories for billing, scheduling and job cost reporting. The
critical path scheduling shows scheduled and actual
manpower as well as percentage of completion for each
area and activity. Changes in the duration of events show
how the overall project is affected. The software also is
able to create a schedule of activities for any job.

Computer Anxiety
Where have wall and ceiling contracts been in the

evolution of computerization for their industry? On the
cutting edge, or afflicted by computer phobia? Actually,
some of both, says Gage.

David Gage, founder of Gage Technology

On the one hand, Gage explains, contractors in this
arena have always recognized the potential value of
computers, and how they could keep them on the com-
petitive edge. “Wall and ceiling contracting is not like
pouring concrete,” Gage says. “There are a lot of parts
and pieces that require a great deal of estimating skill.
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New estimating software can cut the
time for processing in half.

and pieces that require a great deal
of estimating skill. Everybody has
always understood that, and has
seen the possibilities of computers
organizing all of these different ele-
ments. I rarely come across a con-
tractor who doesn’t at least have a
PC on his desk.”

On the other hand, Gage says, “I
don’t know of anyone who doesn’t
have a little bit of computer phobia,
including me. Change is taking place
so quickly that as soon as you settle
into one plateau, it’s suddenly time to
move on to the next. Even experi-

T
enced users have
a  l i t t l e  p h o b i a
before taking that
n e x t  s t e p  f o r -

ward.”
o u c h d o w n  s o f t w a r e
encompasses the fu l l

range of a wall and
ceiling contractor’s work, including
plastering, EIFS, acoustical ceil-
ings, wall board, steel framing and
structural fireproofing.

Gage says contractors are much
better off utilizing a standard soft-
ware such as Touchdown, as op-
posed to getting a customized pack-
age.  Because the technology is
changing so quickly, a customized
software will be obsolete within two
years; a standard package can keep
current with updates. “The goal in
our company has been to find our
customer’s need and fulfill it, so he
is saved the expense of going the
customized route,” Gage says.

The Touchdown software is avail-
able in a network version and can be
used in a multi-company or multi-
user environment. Each user on the
network can have separate directo-
ries of jobs, letters, reports and esti-
mates. Jobs can be shared with other
computers, or locked into a single
one for security purposes.

One contractor who has used the
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Estimating a job using software can be
quicker and easier than doing it manu-

ally. This sample screen shows how to

create a schedule of activities within a

job using Touchdown software.

of AROC, Inc., also in Phoenix.
“We’re very happy with the soft-
ware, and it does just about every-
thing we want,” Donald says. “Esti-
mating requires about half the time
as it would take by hand, which
means we can have fewer estimators
accomplishing more work.”

The Touchdown software’s basic
package sells at $2,500, and comes
with training and installation, along
with toll-free telephone support, and
updates  for  a  one-year  suppor t
period. The software is available
free for a two-week period as a
demonstration package, so the con-
tractor can try it out with no risk.

G
a g e  a d d s  t h a t
AWCI has been
vitally interested

i n  t h e  l a t e s t
c o m p u t e r

technology, and
so has presented
a n  e x c e l l e n t

forum for sharing with the industry
the latest advances.” Gage also says
he particularly appreciated AWCI’s
1995 joint exposition with Ceilings
& Interior Systems Construction
Association, held this past April in
Nashville, Tenn. “We were able to
talk with a contractor segment we
have not gotten to know before,”
Gage says. “We hope the two orga-
nizations will continue with this
vital connection.” CD

About the Author
Michael J. Major of Port Townsend,
Wash., is a free-lance writer for the
construction industry.

34    November 1995/Construction Dimensions


