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N
othing has changed 
the game of construc-
tion so drastically—or 
so rapidly—as construc-
tion-specifi c software. 

Successful contractors today rely on 
powerful, feature-rich applications 
(their all-star players) to stay ahead 
of the competition. And yet, for years 
now, the debate has continued over 
what’s best for contractors—best-of-
breed specialty programs or the all-
in-one integrated system.

The truth is, though many have 
tried, no software vendor to date 
has managed to create an affordable 
and functional system that offers 
everything to everyone. A program 
that promises to handle all func-
tions (accounting, estimating, proj-
ect management, document control, 
scheduling and so on), all trades and 
all styles of business operation is 
simply unmanageable to all but the 
very largest of construction compa-
nies. Even large companies must be 
willing to spend six or seven fi gures 
and invest months or years to cus-
tomize and implement the software. 
Consequently, best-of-breed systems 
have become the tools of choice for 

trade-specifi c contractors looking for 
best-fi t software. Stand-alone job cost 
accounting software, for example, 
tends to offer richer functionality 
than all-in-one systems. 

The challenge that comes with 
using best-fi t software has to do with 
compatibility. Linking stand-alone 
software systems is sometimes dif-
fi cult because the applications don’t 
always speak the same language. In 
order to link their data, contractors 
generally have the following options: 
manually re-enter data from one 
system to another, hire a programmer 
to create import features or rely on 
software vendors to create integra-
tion capabilities. 

Why Integration Matters to 
Construction Accounting 
The best option for contractors, obvi-
ously, is to select best-fi t software 
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systems that offer built-in integration 
capabilities. When data fl ows effort-
lessly between a job cost accounting 
system and third-party applications, 
such as estimating or time card and 
fi eld data entry applications, the ben-
efi ts are many. Duplicate data entry is 
eliminated, data integrity improves 
and processes are streamlined.

So, how exactly does integration 
work? Many construction-specifi c 
systems offer their own built-in 
integration programs that serve as 
“middleware” for simple and fl exible 
data transfer. One such system uses 
“capsule technology” to provide cus-
tomized data import capabilities from 
third-party systems. For example, 
to transfer labor data collected via 
hand-held devices to their account-
ing system, users simply indicate the 
order in which they want the data 
placed (e.g., cost code in column No. 
1, hours in column No. 2). Once the 
customized link has been created, 
data can be uploaded instantly. 

Seamless integration between 
best-of-breed job cost accounting and 
trade-specifi c estimating software is 
another good example of effi ciency in 
operation. When accounting software 
can fi gure out which detailed estimat-
ing codes correspond to which job cost 
codes, when a fi le containing thou-
sands of line-item costs is imported 
instantly and when the data fl ows 
perfectly from one application to 
another despite different fi le layouts, 
the results are hugely positive. Not 
only does effi ciency improve between 
departments, but job cost reporting 
is greatly enhanced as well. With the 
ability to compare detailed estimated 

costs to actual costs throughout the 
life of a job, a contractor is better 
equipped to avoid cost overruns and 
improve profi ts. 

Other Third-Party 
Integration Opportunities
The ability to seamlessly link job cost 
accounting software with estimating, 
time tracking and other construction-
specifi c applications is important. 
But what about all the other software 
applications a contractor uses on a 
daily basis? 

An ideal construction account-
ing program, as the repository for 
all of the company’s fi nancial data 
(not to mention customer/supplier 
information), should provide easy 
integration with essential business 
technology tools. For example, most 
construction-specif ic accounting 
systems allow users to easily import 
spreadsheet fi les (such as Microsoft 
Excel or Lotus 1-2-3), and some offer 
the ability to import electronic bank 
statements for faster reconciliation 
of cash accounts. Other third-party 
integration capabilities that are 
important to contractors include the 
ability to export direct deposit pay-
roll to bank software and the ability 
to export reports to PDF, Microsoft 
Word, Access and other business/
communications applications.  

Technology Makes the 
Difference
If integration between software pro-
grams is so essential to contractors 
(and ultimately to the success of 
construction software applications), 
why doesn’t every system provide 

seamless integration capabilities? The 
answer, in most cases, comes down to 
technology. 

The same technology that makes 
many of today’s software programs 
more robust, more secure and faster 
than their predecessors also has a 
huge impact on compatibility. Newer 
software products almost always use 
relational databases with standard-
ized data tables. Better yet, two sys-
tems that share the same database 
language (Microsoft SQL Server or 
Oracle, for example) will also easily 
share data. In contrast, many older 
systems still on the market cannot 
“speak” to other systems because 
their proprietary databases have lan-
guages all their own.  

For many, the debate is over. 
Contractors are choosing best-of-
breed software (like job cost account-
ing) over all-in-one enterprise appli-
cations that offer too much breadth 
and not enough depth. But is best-of-
breed software a good fi t if it cannot 
integrate with other software sys-
tems? In today’s competitive market-
place, users can and should expect 
that software vendors will provide 
easy integration and fl exible data 
sharing capabilities.         
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