
A Small Contractor
Looks at Computers
Despite Size, a Contractor Can’t be Too Early

Investigating the Possibility of Getting Help From the Use
of a Computer

I n the highly competitive construction
industry many contractors are ask-

ing a lot of questions about data pro-
cessing and computers to assure that
they won’t be swept aside by com-
petitors who are eager participants in
the computer age.

Even smaller contractors are dis-
covering that it’s never too early to call
on a computer-a piece of equipment
as adept at moving information as a
bulldozer is at moving earth.

However, the thought of moving
from a manual to a computerized
system of record keeping, accounting
and estimating is enough to make
many small contractors break out in
a cold sweat. While most realize that

the costs of computer systems have
dropped within the reach of even the
smallest firm, they are concerned

about the time and effort required to
bring a computer into their operation.

Furthermore, owner/operators with
little or no experience with computers
can be easily frustrated by the abun-
dance of equipment and the array of
software packages available for selec-
tion. Since they do not feel knowledge-
able about the subject, they do not feel
qualified to make a decision.

Don’t Rush . . .

The best advice is don’t rush.
Becoming knowledgeable enough to
make an informed decision is not as
difficult as it might seem; particularly
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“Becoming knowledgeable enough to make an informed decision
(about computers) is not as difficult as it might seem: particularly if

you have the desire to participate in the many benefits computers can
offer and arm yourself with a fully developed list of questions.”

if you have the desire to participate in
the many benefits computers can of-
fer and arm yourself with a fully
developed list of questions. Begin this
list with questions that you and your
auditor can answer:

What functions do you have now
that you need to keep? What addi-
tional capabilities do you need? What
are your immediate and long-range
needs? The remainder of this article
should help you complete your specific
list-one that will help you (and poten-
tial computer/software vendors) zero
in on the best selection for you, the
choices of both the best hardware and
software designed to meet the specific
needs of your particular operation.

The tendency is for busy people to
ask what their competition is using and
opt for the same. However, if the com-
petitor did a poor job of shopping or
doesn’t have your identical set of
needs, duplicating his choice could
prove to be a costly mistake.

What are the strengths and features
of each particular vendor’s products?

All you have to do is ask any sales
representative and he or she will be
more than happy to point out the best
features of his or her company’s prod-
ucts. Since no two systems are exactly
alike, you may be surprised to find a
system that meets some needs of yours
that you did not realize computers
could solve.

Too many first-time computer shop-
pers stumble into the pitfall of plop-
ping a fistful of dollars onto a counter
and saying, “What will this buy me?”
Or, perhaps after evaluating and
deciding that a personal computer is
what they want, the shopper asks
vaguely, “OK, what will it do for
me?” All along, the real question is,
“What do I want, and need, my com-
puter to do for me?”

With such a major purchase, you
should consider more than just cash on
hand. You are not considering a com-

The IBM Personal Computer XT is an advanced, high capacity system ideally suited
for professionals, executives, managers, and small- and medium-size contractors.
Designed for those who need to store and access large amounts of information, the
XT is a fast, convenient way to do estimating, maintain customer files; cross reference
accounting procedures; create a wide range of graphic presentations, and process
reports, spread sheet analyses and many other functions.

puter because you’re hoping to get rid
of some extra dollars; this purchase is
an investment.

Keep in mind that choosing a com-
puter system (a combination of hard-
ware and software) requires the same
concentration that’s needed when buy-
ing every piece of field equipment. You
must evaluate each machine individ-
ually, then determine if it will benefit
your overall inventory.

How much growth capacity will a
system have? This question is far more
important than most first-time users
imagine. There is no necessity for sud-

denly putting an entire operation on-
to a computer. One application can
build the information needed to oper-
ate a second, then another and so on.

System Growth . . .

As your requirements for computer
assistance increase, it may be neces-
sary to make your new system grow
through the addition of modules. In
other cases, you may find that after
some years you need to move to a
larger machine. How much difficulty

Continued on page 62
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COMPUTERS From page 51
you may have transferring information
from one system to another should be
considered today rather than five or six
years hence.

What physical adjustments will have
to be made for the addition of a com-
puter? Most of us remember early-
generation computers being housed in
specially built rooms with their own air
conditioning and filtering systems, so
we may wonder how our new com-
puter could possibly survive in the
often cramped space available in small
to mid-sized construction operations.

But today’s computers are a hardier
breed. If you can operate a typewriter
or calculator comfortably in your par-
ticular environment, you generally can
operate a computer just as well. In
fact, many contractors are using Per-
sonal Computers, or remote terminals
of larger systems, on-site so project
managers can track job costs and work
schedules.

As computers have become more
durable and more sophisticated, they
have also become much, much smaller.
The one that suits your needs may fit
comfortably on a desk. While the elec-
trical code requirements for any
business operation should assure suf-
ficient power, additional wiring may be
required, especially if your choice of
computer does not operate on 110
volts. It’s a good idea to double check.

How reliable is a particular system?
Talk to customers of the vendors you
are considering who use the computer
for requirements similar to your needs.
Most contractors will have similar
needs, or only minor differences that
can be readily identified.

The only way to know if a computer
can meet your needs is to see any
systems you are seriously considering
in action. All vendors should be able
to supply you with names of people
making use of their systems in ways
applicable to your requirements. Fur-
thermore, they should be able to ar-
range demonstrations for you.

What education and support are
available? Two things are certain. (1)
you or your operator(s) has to learn to
use the system, and (2) some day, there
will be a need for some form of assist-
ance. Many of today’s computers have
help screens; in other words, the com-
puter itself can explain how you run it.

Do you find these computer-given
instructions easy to follow? How

BASIC COMPUTER GLOSSARY
Binary A number representation system with a base of two

(normally 1 and 0), which is the basis of data process-
ing calculations.

Bit A binary digit (usually a 1 or 0) representing one of the
two states in a binary number system.

Byte A measurable portion of consecutive binary digits that
are used as a unit in data processing.

Central Processing The part of a computing system that performs calcu-
Unit (CPU) lations based on a written program of operating

instructions.
Data Processing A network of machine components capable of accepting
System information and computing findings, according to

instructions.
Hardware The mechanical, magnetic, electrical and electronic

devices of a computer.

Input/Output (I/O) Refers both to the equipment used to put data into a
computer and to take it out, as well as to information
that is transmitted both ways.

Inquiry A request for information from the computer’s storage.
Mainframe The largest and fastest group of computers, containing

large amounts of data storage capacity and powerful
communications capabilities. Designed for use by many
users (often over 100) needing simultaneous access to
the system. Containing over a megabyte of memory,
these systems, like the IBM 4300, often cost several
hundred thousand dollars.

Microcomputer The smallest level of computers with limited communica-
tions capabilities, can act as standalone systems or can
be used as terminals linked to host systems. Ranging
in memory from 2K to 640K, these systems, some of
which have been upgraded to perform more functions,
generally cost under $25,000.

Minicomputer A medium-size computer system for use by multiple
operators at the same time. Has diverse communica-
tions capability, but limited power in the sense of being
able to perform many functions at the same time. With
a price tag ranging from $15,000 to $250,000, minis have
a memory range of 32K to 1 megabyte.

Program The plan and operating instructions needed to produce
results from a computer.

Software The collection of solutions and specific instructions
needed to solve problems with a computer.

Storage The device and capacity of a computer in which data
can be entered and stored for later retrieval.

Terminal A device, such as a visual display unit, which can be
connected to a computer for putting information in or
taking it out.

readable are the manuals? How much
free training is provided for ‘the
operator? How much training is
available for operators that you hire in
the future? (And at what cost?)
Equally important is the availability of
service. Does the vendor have a phone
service for consultation and advice?
Does the vendor have a nearby service
group that can come promptly when
a problem arises?

Is the system user friendly? Select a
computer that is easy to operate. Most
of today’s small- to medium-sized
computers do not require some wiz-
ard who alone knows the magic
words that make the system operate.

Try System Out . . .

Even if you have no plans to ever
operate the computer yourself, ask the
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sales representative to show you how
to execute commands and sit down
and try out the system personally.
Once you know first hand how friend-
ly a system is, how close the com-
mands are to every day English, you
will know how quickly new operators
can be brought on board.

Is there a hardware/software
package that—without modification—
will meet your needs? All software
packages will not operate on all com-
puters. Therefore, it is possible to buy
a computer that will not run the soft-
ware package you need. Of course,
you can always have software custom
made for your operation, but just as
with any other specially created prod-
uct, the cost will generally be many
times more than the ready made one.

If you can’t find exactly what you
want, look for the system that will re-
quire the least modification and con-
sider the cost of hiring an experienced
freelance programmer to make only
those modifications you need. This

should prove far less expensive than
adding a full-time specialist.

Properly used, a computer system
can enhance the operation of almost
any contractor. A computer can main-
tain business records far more effi-
ciently and save money by eliminating
the need for additional administrative
personnel and by maintaining tight in-
ventory control. The system you
choose should be able to assist in tax
preparation and maintaining personnel
records, among many other tasks.

Some firms have used computers to
help establish new marketing programs
to identify potential construction proj-
ects, allowing the company to get a
jump on the competition. As you and
your staff become more familiar with
the system and its capabilities, the
number and variety of projects you use
it for will increase.

Plan for your company’s needs both
now and in the future. When your cur-
rent needs and your projected needs
for the next five years are both taken

into consideration, the most econom-
ical solution will reveal itself to the
serious shopper. The job of a com-
puter is to save you time and money.
A computer system that has been care-
fully selected can do just that.
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