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nce upon a time (long ago... um, that’s about five
Oyears ago), designers, contractors and other end

users of technical software, hardware and equipment
could make a purchase, and with minimal outside help, be
up and running in a relatively short time. Of course users
weren’t pros at using their new purchases. They learned on
the job but rarely saw a dip in productivity. New features
were somehow familiar and became second nature fairly
soon. Some users even read their manuals, reviewed white
papers and obtained a few hours of hands-on instruction
from the manufacturer or vendor. They then were consid-
ered “advanced users.”

As professionals, we were easily able to pick up a new
piece of equipment or software program, and figure out how
it worked and how to apply it to our daily jobs with relative
ease. Man, how times have changed.

The changing
construction industry
requires efficient
training to stay ahead.

by Mark Scacco, PE

rofessional

We Don’t Need No Stinkin’ Training

The tools we have at our disposal today are just what we
want and need: powerful, full-featured and productivity
enhanced. Robotic total stations track our every move; GPS-
guided machines move dirt based on digital surface models,
often with little or no staking required; virtual base station
networks correct our GPS data in real-time; 3D laser scan-
ners create virtual representations of our projects; and
advanced software coordinates all of it. Users asked for this
advanced technology and manufacturers responded.

All of this power and functionality comes at a price, how-
ever. Today’s technology is no longer simple enough to pick
up and learn on the job. Most products aren’t as intuitive as
they once were. But users, many of whom don’t have that
requisite experience helpful for learning new tools, need
advanced technology to compete in today’s design and con-

End users obtain advanced software training via hands-on sessions like this one presented by Engineered Efficiency Inc.



struction market. Developing the ability to wield that tech-
nology as a tool in business requires efficient training and an
understanding of how it fits into a company’s existing
processes. If you’re leery of investing in training, I recom-
mend examining more of the specific benefits that can result
from it.

Understanding the Complexity of Products: The hardware
and software needed to complete today’s projects is more
advanced and more complex than ever. There is only so
much information that can be conveyed via a drop-down
menu or on a 2" x 3" LCD screen. As an industry we’ve
moved beyond the basics and now expect our software and
hardware to do more and more. “The CAD software we use
today is a much more advanced design tool than it was in
the past,” says Tom Sanderson, PE, president of Sands Con-
sulting Group LLC, an engineering firm in Illinois. “It allows
us to reduce the overall number of applications we have to

Technology today
Is more complex
than ever before.

buy and maintain, but it also means it’s more complex.” To
that end, users now have complete libraries of point
descriptions stored in their data collectors and their topo-
graphic surveys can “draft themselves.” With the right
combination of hardware and software, contractors can
grade large portions of sites with minimal to no construc-
tion stakes. The list of what is possible today is endless,
but it all points to a single conclusion: technology today is
more complex than ever before. And it requires more of a
learning curve than ever before.

Remaining Competitive: 1t’s no secret that the construction
and engineering industries face a shortage of qualified per-
sonnel. Numerous reports from industry publications indi-
cate that a shortage of qualified professionals is the result of
too few graduates with degrees in construction, surveying
and engineering, too few experienced applicants with the
required skill sets and a booming construction market with
driving demand. The construction and design markets con-
tinue to grow and there are more projects than qualified
firms can easily manage. Many firms are faced with the chal-
lenge of doing more with less, and many find this achievable
only by using advanced technology. Firms that fail to
embrace and implement the tools currently available (and do
it well) put themselves at a competitive disadvantage. Really,
how many firms that are still hand drafting or using mechan-
ical theodolites are still in business?

The products used on the job are just a part of the equa-
tion, though. Service can make or break a job. And as fierce

as competition is these days, service counts more than ever.
Well-trained employees are more likely to retain and main-
tain clients.

Retaining and Attracting Employees: In today’s market,
qualified individuals have many career options and can
choose among several attractive positions. Most look for
companies that provide stability and career growth, and that
invest in the future of the company and the individuals who
work for the company. Training is an obvious example of
employer commitment. Tom Featherstone, owner of con-
struction management company Featherstone Inc. of Down-

Technology training translates directly into increased productivity,
whether in the office or on the jobsite.

ers Grove, Illinois, says, “After we sent our project managers
to train on our project management software, they felt more
competent digging in and using its more advanced features.”
Additionally, trained employees contribute more to the suc-
cess of a company and to their own growth. A well-trained
staff is productive and happy and helps improve the bottom
line. “[Training] also reinforced our commitment to their
professional growth with[in] our company,” Featherstone
adds. Educated and trained employees are also less likely to
make mistakes.

Types of Consulting and Training Available

As technology has evolved, so have the methods of learning
the technology. In the past, most learning was centered on
basic training. Basic Training is the simplest form of technol-
ogy consulting and usually consists of hands-on instruction
of the specific features of hardware or software. Depending
on the product, this type of training is often presented in a
classroom-type setting or other suitable environment where
the trainees can work directly with the device or application.
Basic training is commonly referred to as “picks and clicks”
training because users learn what each pick or click of a fea-
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Larger conference room training typically introduces users to new technology and its
potential benefits.

ture does. While it is important for users to learn the basics
of a product before they can move on (you do have to
know how to walk before you can run), it is often quite
generic and usually does not take an organization’s particu-
lars into account.

Advanced Training picks up where basic training ends.
As the name implies, this type of training provides advanced
knowledge on a product, focusing on specific features or
functions in greater detail than it did in basic training.
Depending on the type of advanced training, it might be cus-
tomized to meet a company’s specific needs and to train only
on the features that are important to an organization.
Today, firms and organizations look for very specific skills
when hiring new employees. With luck, an employer can
find an applicant who already has basic knowledge of the
equipment or software he or she will be required to use on
the job. Additionally, current staff members may have
learned the fundamentals of a software package through
the process of trial-and-error. In either case, basic training
may not be needed—advanced training might be better.
Advanced training, followed by immediate on-the-job use
of the technology usually results in modest increased pro-
ductivity and efficiency.

However, no man or woman is an island. All employees
are part of a project and an overall process. An advanced
user may be more efficient, but if a company’s design or
construction process is not set up to take advantage of the
technology, productivity is inhibited. To see the most dra-
matic increases in time and money savings, productivity
improvements and profit gains, the technology must be inte-
grated into an organization’s specific processes.

At the high end of the technology
consulting ladder, Process Optimiza-
tion and Technology Integration aims
to make users more profitable and effi-
cient by examining a company’s spe-
cific needs and integrating technology
into that process. The goal is to not
upset the apple cart with disruptive
technology that forces users to do
things a certain way. Rather, the tech-
nology is dovetailed into existing (and
assumed profitable) procedures to
eliminate wasted time and effort, and
to drive profits even higher.

This type of consulting typically
involves an assessment of current
processes, staff and work environ-
ment; the development of a workflow
optimization and technology integra-
tion plan; and finally, implementation
of the plan through a variety of meth-
ods. Implementation may involve
basic and advanced training, but will
also likely include “over-the-shoul-
der” consulting, in which a profes-
sional with experience in both a specific industry segment
and the technology works with the user and his/her staff to
complete an initial project. In addition to training, a user’s
current process is “optimized” (NOT reworked from
scratch!) to identify and eliminate bottlenecks in procedures.
An analysis of how the technology can fit into an organiza-
tion and how it impacts what a user does, from start to fin-
ish, is the most critical component of successful implementa-
tion. Unfortunately, it is also the most often neglected.

What To Look For In a Consultant

Now that you better understand the benefits of technology
consulting, you may be wondering what to look for in a con-
sultant. The good news is the criteria for selection are straight-
forward. Demand these two qualifications, specifically:

Real-world production project experience. In order for a
consultant to be able to advise you on your business, he
should have experience in your business. In the construction
and engineering industries, look for someone who has
designed a project or worked in the field on a project, or
both. Preferably, look for a technology consulting firm that
has recent experience and that has references that relate to
the construction industry (not just the technology).

Expert knowledge on product. It may seem obvious that
the consultant should have thorough knowledge of the prod-
uct, but you’d be surprised how many instructors don’t.
Many have worked with previous releases of software or
past models of hardware and have not kept their knowledge
current. Your consultant should at least have expert knowl-



edge on your product version. Also, if yours is not the latest
version, the consultant should have knowledge of the latest
version so as to better advise you. In addition to the exper-
tise on the software, they also must have experience using
the software to complete a real-world project. This is directly
connected to the first item. Knowing what works and what
doesn’t work in a production environment is essential.

In addition to these two critical requirements, there are
other criteria to consider when choosing among consultants.
e Make sure the consultant has the availability and capacity

to meet your training needs.

e Be sure to ask about the individual consultant(s) who will
be providing your training. Don’t assume that because the
consulting firm has a good reputation that the individual
consultant meets the two main criteria.

e Remember the saying, “You get what you pay for.” If a
prospective consultant’s fees seem too good to be true
(read: very low), then they probably are. Expect to pay for
quality consulting. The flip side, of course, is to be wary
of consulting firms that charge overly high fees without
providing expertly qualified consultants.

These selection criteria are pretty straightforward. The
bad news is that there are very few consultants and consult-
ing firms that meet all the criteria. To be sure, there are

many individuals and firms that meet some of them and can
provide basic training services. Be sure to get referrals from
colleagues and vendors, and ask hard questions of potential
consultants.

Where to Find Help

Finding a qualified consultant is the first step in getting the
most out of your technology. Unlike other types of services,
“technology consulting” for engineers, surveyors and con-
tractors has little to no listing in the yellow pages. Fortu-
nately, there are resources available; you just need to know
where to look.

Manufacturers

Depending on the product, the manufacturer itself may offer
training. This is more true for specialized products or newer
hardware and software with a small user base. Manufactur-
ers may use internal staff members to deliver training or they
may hire independent consulting firms. Typically, the con-
sulting and training is delivered by instructors very knowl-
edgeable with the products and often they have some indus-
try experience. Not all manufacturers offer training or con-
sulting services and many rely on their reseller channel to
provide these types of services. Check the manufacturer’s
website for availability.
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Resellers

The first place to look for basic and
introductory training services is the
reseller who sold you the software or
hardware. Nearly all resellers offer
standard features (picks and clicks)
training to get you familiar with the
equipment. Many resellers maintain a
regular schedule of classes on various
products and also offer custom classes
that can be scheduled at any time and
filled with attendees only from your
organization. The instructors for
classes presented by the resellers are
often very knowledgeable about the
product(s); a few have industry experi-
ence as well. Check your reseller’s
website and look for a “Training” link.

Technology Consulting Firms and
Independent Consultants

A less-visible source of consulting ser-
vices are individuals and firms that
specialize in providing training and

consulting on software and hardware.
These consultants have deep knowl-
edge of the products they provide.
More importantly, the qualified firms
have extensive, relevant industry expe-
rience and understand your organiza-
tion’s business outside of the product
on which they train. Industry experi-
ence is critical to understanding what
your firm does and how technology fits
into its process. This expertise on soft-
ware and hardware features combined
with their industry experience make
them uniquely qualified to help you
improve your business efficiency and
profits. These individuals and firms are
often more difficult to locate, but with
a little research on the web you can
find what you need. Start by asking
your reseller for a referral; check out
the manufacturers’ websites for links
to third-party consultants; and read
discussion groups for names and con-
tact information.

Poseurs and Pros

The most important factor in getting
the most out of training is asking the
right questions to make sure the con-
sultant you hire is qualified. No one
knows your business better than you
do, so ask tough questions to weed out
the poseurs from the pros. Finally, be
prepared to commit some time and
money to consulting—the return on
investment is well worth it. SP

Mark Scacco is the president of the CAD technol-
ogy consulting firm Engineered Efficiency Inc.
and has worked in the land development and
construction industry for nearly 1S years. He is a
registered and active professional engineer in
Illinois and is a member of the American Society
of Civil Engineers and the National Society
of Professional Engineers. He can be reached
at mark.scacco@eng-eff.com or online at

www.eng-eff.com.
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Want to know what really drives.
the machine control revolution?

For earthmoving contractors, it's the know-how behind your
digital data preparation that delivers the big productivity gains.
For finish grading or bulk earthmoving, for machines or survey
crews, we'll do your data prep for you or train your people to do
it themselves using the latest technology. You can be operating
smoothly in a stakeless environment before you know it.
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