


easy to fill out forms, jot down notes, or capture approval signatures
on documents like change orders.

Conwvenience. Tablet PCs are touted for their long battery life,
excellent wireless Internet connectivity, and easy-to-read displays.
And, since a tablet PC can be utilized while laying flat, logging
meeting minutes in a crowded job trailer with minimal work surface
is more convenient than using a laptop that requires a keyboard and
a vertically-oriented screen.

Once the needs analysis is complete and the preferred hardware
platform is chosen, the contractor is ready to begin evaluating
electronic field data collection solutions.

KEY CRITERIA FOR EVALUATING TECHNOLOGY
The following evaluation criteria can help narrow the choices until
a shortlist is created—or the ideal solution becomes apparent. Does
the solution:

Operate on the chosen hardware platform: laptop, tablet PC, or
both? For optimal flexibility, an application that supports both
platforms is ideal.

Integrate with the company’s accounting software, either as an
integrated component or a third-party application? This is an
important distinction since many of the efficiencies gained through
paperless field-to-office technology depend on the field solution
sharing data with the accounting program.

Solve the company’s business problem(s)? Many contractors fall
into the trap of buying technology based on trends, rather than the
solution’s ability to address specific problems.

The next group of questions will narrow the choices further. Is the
solution:

Modular? A modular structure allows a contractor to create a
customized field-to-office communication solution that fits their

specific business needs, without purchasing modules that they don’t
need or won't use.

Scalable? A scalable solution allows a company to start small
and grow their system over time. It also allows the technology
to be deployed on a limited, or pilot, basis. This is useful when
implementing a significant change to current operations, such as
moving from a paper-based to a paperless work order system.

Easy to implement and use? The best technology in the world
won't solve the company’s business problems if they can’t get the
program to work. Furthermore, software with a high learning curve
will be met with resistance in the field. For these reasons, it is
important to look for a solution that is both easy to implement and
easy to use.

Cost effective? In other words, how quickly will the company
achieve a return-on-investment (ROI)? The answer to this question
will vary depending on the contractor’s original needs, but it is often
more cost effective to implement a solution that is an integrated
component of an existing accounting package rather than creating
an integration link with a third-party product. When evaluating
the cost-effectiveness of specific modules or applications, consider
the business problem being addressed. For instance, if paper
timesheet errors are common, implementing an electronic timesheet

application should deliver a fast and high ROL.

BETTER COMMUNICATION

AND A BETTER BOTTOM LINE

From an economic standpoint, electronic field data collection
technology is a good investment that has the potential to deliver

a rapid ROL. A successful implementation will not only improve
field-to-office communication, it should also improve a contractor’s
bottom line. M
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