
Texas Contractor
Pat Boyd on Computers

Pat is convinced that computers can be a highly proficient
assistant to modern contractors.

When it comes to installing a new
computer, the best advice is:

wait—until you’ve finished thinking.
That’s the computer philosophy

followed by J. Patrick Boyd, executive
officer of Ray Boyd Construction
Systems, of Garland, TX. Pat should
know whereof he speaks.

He’s been involved enough with
computers ever since graduating with
an aerospace engineering degree from
Texas A&M in 1970. With his first
employer, Delta Steel Buildings Com-
pany, Pat set up a complete numerical
design program for structural steel
buildings.

Later, when he joined his father’s
construction company, Pat again
found himself deeply involved in refin-
ing the computer systems used by the
company. Just recently he was chiefly
responsible for purchasing a complete
computer system for the community of
Sachse, TX, where he was elected to
the city council in April, 1985, and
serves now as its Mayor pro-tem.

At 36 years of age, Pat has had
more than an average involvement
with computers. He admits he’d
planned on other career specialties. It
was the lone computer course—in
numerical methods—he took in college
that ultimately led him into electronic
technology.

Now, not only is his Texas office
equipped with his own personal IBM
computer, but Pat serves as chairman
of AWCI’s national computer commit-
tee and is committed to bringing com-
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“For a contractor, a computer is merely another tool. The contractor
controls the tool-or the tool will run the contractor—and I’ve seen a few

cases of that.”

puter technology to other wall and ceil-
ing contractors. In addition to chair-
ing the industry’s computer group, Pat
is also a member of the AWCI board
of directors, chairman of AWCI
Technical Subcommittee #5 (steel
framing) and the Bylaws Committee,
and is a past president of the Texas
Lathing & Plastering Contractors
Association.

Born in Dallas, son of Ray and
Velma Henderson Boyd, Pat makes his
home in Sachse with his wife, the
former Brenda Joyce Egger. They are
the parents of three children, Shelly
Renee, Jeffrey Patrick, and Tammy
Michelle.

As an 11-year-old Pat went to work
for his father as a summertime on-
jobber and eventually became a lather
apprentice. After graduation from col-
lege he worked for Delta then joined
the Boyd company with responsibility
for tile, panels and engineering, form-
ing a management team which also
included brother Mike and Buddy
Spicer. In January 1, 1986, the com-
pany was re-organized back into a
single company.

A registered structural engineer in
Texas and a member of the National
Society of Professional Engineers, Pat
is convinced that computers can be a
highly proficient assistant to modem
contractors. He played a prominent
role in seeing that AWCI got more
deeply involved in helping contractors
computerize. But he knows that cau-
tion is the keyword—and that think-
ing comes before the computer.

DIMENSIONS: Up to this point at
least, computers have caused more so-
called “trauma” among contractors
than converts. What can be done to
overcome this?

BOYD : Just understanding the
computer . . . what it can and can’t do
is the main objective.

For a contractor, a computer is
merely another tool. The contractor
controls the tool—or the tool will run
the contractor—and I’ve seen a few
cases of that.

DIMENSIONS: Is that where your
rule? “. . . think first, then consider buy-
ing a computer” comes in?

BOYD: That’s right. Before a con-
tractor spends a penny on a computer
he should first think . . . come to a solid
understanding of what he wants to get
out of the thing. First, you select a
system that will give you what you
want—

DIMENSIONS: —and that could
be?

BOYD: —general ledger, accounts
receivable, accounts payable, payroll,
cost controls and reporting, estimating.
The list can go on.

DIMENSIONS: Isn’t accounting
the first function that contractors
would want from a computer-and
then, later, the estimating and “what
if . . . ” type of calculations?

BOYD: This question really goes
back to an earlier question, the one
about “trauma.” Most contractors
have been involved in computers for
a long time. Many have been using
computer service companies . . . so the
matter of being traumatized by a com-
puter should be a minor one.

I realize a contractor has some anx-
iety wondering what else a computer
can do for the business. And this is the
hurdle that must be overcome before
the computer can really go to work.

But a moment’s reflection will show
that now is the time to seriously con-
sider in-house computer capabilities.
Contractors don’t like anyone else hav-
ing access to their accounting: they just
dislike someone knowing too much
about their business.

DIMENSIONS: —so they like to
keep accounting in-house?

BOYD: Exactly. With the cost of
some of the new computer software—
and hardware-systems, it’s no longer
prohibitive for a contractor to own his
own computer set up. Again, though,
there should be some hard thinking
before pushing ahead . . . time to look
at your business . . . to consider what
systems are needed . . . what the future
holds.

DIMENSIONS: Would you mind
listing in sequence the steps that you
think a contractor should take in com-
ing to grips with the computer?

Continued on page 22
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BOYD Continued from page 11

BOYD: There are only four basic
steps.

First, identify what you want the
computer to do . . . the features of your
operations that you want automated.

Second, determine the size of the
data that you have . . . how many
employees do you have . . . the totals of
your accounts receivables and payables
. . . the volume of your business . . . the
complexity of the accounting.

Third, project your growth in terms
of five years so you can identify the
storage that you’ll need. The rule of
thumb is that you don’t want to
outgrow your system for at least five
years.

Fourth, contact systems suppliers.
You don’t want any hardware or
software at this point. All you’re
doing so far is thinking and studying
alternatives.

DIMENSIONS: Such a study pro-
gram could be a bit imposing for
noncomputer people. What help is
available to a contractor should he
want some reliable expertise?

BOYD: All of the above steps I
listed can be done by a contractor but,
I admit, it can be a brutal path. I’d
suggest that a contractor get in contact
with AWCI’s computer consultant.
That’s why AWCI has him: to come
in and help you.

companies such as Amitech or Digital

Our consultant doesn’t sell hardware
or software. But he’ll ask questions of
you, find out what you want—and
then recommend the hardware and
software that your needs require.
(See accompanying box below.)

DIMENSIONS: How about private

Systems? They have some pretty good
things to offer a contractor, don’t
they?

BOYD: Indeed they do—and I
recommend them highly. The only dif-
ference is AWCI’s consultant will
review your needs and customize a
system individually for your company.

A private company such as Amitech
has a system in place so they neces-
sarily must fit you to their system. This
is a quite valid approach and it is
usually more economical to go this
route rather than pay to have your
own system programmed—or an ex-
isting system modified.

DIMENSIONS: Let’s talk about a
canned system, OK? Some of these
off-the-shelf software programs are ex-
tremely good and some contractors
have even done the slight modifications
themselves. It’s not all that difficult,
is it?

very powerful.

BOYD: No, it isn’t that difficult to
modify yourself a canned piece of soft-
ware. Some of the available database
programs or accounting packages are

First, though, a contractor must
become quite conversant with his hard-
ware and software. That’s a time in-
vestment that not all contractors are
willing to make.

Then, too, you get what you pay
for. A $400 accounting system,
frankly, isn’t much when you’re talk-
ing about a company that might do a
couple of million dollars worth of
business a year. I’m not saying that
every program should be individually
written for a contractor. That’s un-
necessarily expensive. But there are
many existing programs that can be
tied together efficiently to produce a
complete program. That’s where ex-
pertise proves useful.

DIMENSIONS: In your opinion,
what is the most valuable function that
a computer can offer a contractor?

BOYD: I think it would have to be
an effective job cost program that’s
tied into accounts payables and
payroll. This way, a contractor knows
every week where he stands on a job.

DIMENSIONS: A lot of education
and preparation elsewhere in the
business needs to be performed to
assure that the system works property.
I’m talking labor and job codes, time
sheets . . . that sort of thing, right?

BOYD: Absolutely. Again, we’re
back to think first, aren’t we? You
need all sorts of support documents to
make a cost control program work. To
do that, a contractor has to sit down
and think about his company . . . the
way it works . . . the things it needs in
information.

Take drywall as an example. We
have framing, sheetrocking and
acoustical ceilings. When a contractor
gets a job, he has to prepare a budget
on these three functions. Then time
cards must be keyed to each function.
These time cards—all properly de-
signed and accurately filled out—go
into the computer. At the end of the
week, the reports are run and we can
compare the actual results of line items
against projections and budget.

But before we get to the report, we
must involve the company’s manage-
ment in the office and in the field, the
workforce, the software and the hard-
ware. A lot’s involved—-but it’s worth
it when you can track a job precisely
and promptly.

DIMENSIONS: What are the pros-
pects for personal computers? Are they
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powerful enough yet to have a full role
in a contractor’s office?

BOYD: In some cases, yes. Personal
or micro computers can perform all
the same tasks as larger units. Select-
ing the hardware depends on the
number of functions, the size of data
storage and available software.

I do not recommend purchase of a
micro with stock database software for
use as an accounting package unless
you have extensive programming ex-
perience or unlimited time and money.

DIMENSIONS: There’s a problem,
too, in being able to evaluate the dif-
ferent software offerings, isn’t there?
It’s not unusual to invest in an ac-
counting system that just doesn’t do
the job—regardless of what the adver-
tising claimed?

BOYD: That’s right and that’s why
we hired a computer technical
consultant—to help our members
make responsive decisions about soft-
ware and hardware. A contractor
might ask himself, “why would I want
to pay a consultant to do my work?”
and the answer is: pay now or pay
later. If you do it wrong you can spend
a whole lot of bucks because, with
computers, mistakes are expensive.

With computer consultants, let’s
face it, there are a lot of flakes out
there. We search hard and long before
we hire one on—and we’ve had not
one negative report back. Now that’s
saying something.

DIMENSIONS: It’s virtually im-
possible to advise a contractor on what
he should expect to pay for a computer
consulting job, isn’t it?

BOYD: Of course, because each job
is different. One contractor might want
advice only on accounting while
another might include accounting,
estimating, scheduling, inventory,
cost control, word processing and
whatever.

Anyway, we’re not talking pure cost
for a consultant’s time. Talk to a con-
tractor who’s made a mistake and ask
what computers have cost him.

DIMENSIONS: At least, the com-
puter industry has stopped claiming
that a computer will reduce manpower,
tight?

BOYD: Agreed. A computer is
simply a big calculator—nothing more,
really. It won’t replace people . . . it
won’t eliminate an estimator . . . it will
just do the number crunching, the
drudgery, and make revisions much
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easier. Ask any estimator what he likes
about his computer and chances are
he’ll talk about being forced to think
in a logical manner, faster calculations,
opportunity for last minute changes
and revisions, and ease of producing
complementary reports.

The value is in the computer all
right. But it’s support value . . . not
replacement value.

DIMENSIONS: Some consultants
have urged computer use in the face
of all the reports and documentation
that are now required of the small
businessman. Do you go along with
that?

BOYD: In my opinion, yes. The
paperwork load is enormous and
growing. I honestly don’t know how
any contractor can cope with this
p a p e r  f l o w  i n  t h e  a b s e n c e  o f
automated assistance. I’m talking

about OSHA, social security, taxes, in-
surance reports, EEOC—not to men-
tion state and local obligations.

Remember, too, it’s nice to be able
to take a computer printout to your
local banker and keep him advised on
how well your company is doing. That
helps the next time you need credit.

DIMENSIONS: We’ve spoken
mostly about the contractor. But in-
troducing the computer involves just
about everyone in the company,
doesn’t it? Isn’t there a training ele-
ment involved here?

BOYD: A new computer means
everyone must be trained, the contrac-
tor and company personnel. One of
the most expensive elements in a new
computer system can be data conver-
sion. If you’ve keypunched in data for
one kind of software or hardware and
you’re introducing an entirely new

system, the existing data is an impor-
tant consideration.

If you can convert, fine. If not,
you’ll simply have to keypunch it in.
Before you can do that you will need
to train your employees in the new
system. A new computer system can be
expensive and frustrating, no question
about it, and you just don’t install
some new software or hardware and
assume everyone in the company
knows how and what to do.

DIMENSIONS: Let’s say a contrac-
tor wants to look into his computer
possibilities without making a full
commitment. How would you advise
him to proceed?

BOYD: I suggest that he go to
another contractor, someone he knows
who has had a successful experience
with computers. Talk to that friend or
colleague. Ask what problems should
be expected. Determine if any of his
experiences are applicable to you, so
you can make your move with mini-
mum difficulties—and cost.

The experiences between contractors
is not all that great. I don’t want to
keep repeating it but calling the AWCI
computer consultant is the easiest.

The computer has arrived in the
construction industry, make no
mistake about that. Many contractors
have held off, contending that they can
compete successfully without automa-
tion. And they’re right: they can con-
tinue to compete. But it’s getting more
difficult and if automated technology
can make your job easier, more effi-
cient and more profitable-why turn
these benefits away.

You know your competitors are
moving ahead. You can hold off the
inevitable only so long.
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