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Rs Means Electrical Estimating

Introduction

In the competitive world of construction, accuracy in bidding can mean the difference between a profitable project and a significant loss.
For electrical  contractors,  estimating is  particularly challenging due to the complexity of  modern systems, fluctuating material  prices,
and the need for precise labor calculations. This is where Rs Means Electrical Estimating has become an indispensable tool for
professionals across North America. By providing standardized, up-to-date data on labor, materials, and equipment costs, this resource
helps estimators create reliable bids that protect their margins while remaining competitive. Whether you are a seasoned estimator or
new to the trade, understanding how to leverage this data effectively can transform your approach to project bids. This article explores
the  core  components  of  this  estimating  system,  its  benefits,  best  practices  for  use,  and  how  it  compares  to  other  methods  in  the
industry.

What Is Rs Means Electrical Estimating?

RS Means, a brand of Gordian, has been a trusted name in construction cost data for over 75 years. The electrical estimating data is a
specialized  subset  of  their  comprehensive  library,  offering  detailed  cost  information  specifically  for  electrical  work.  This  includes
everything from rough-in wiring and conduit installation to complex fire alarm systems and renewable energy integrations. The data is
gathered from thousands of real-world projects, updated annually, and organized by division according to the MasterFormat standard.
This  standardization  allows  estimators  to  quickly  locate  line  items  for  a  vast  array  of  tasks,  such  as  installing  a  specific  type  of
switchgear, pulling cable, or terminating control wiring. The system provides a baseline that helps contractors adjust for local market
conditions, project difficulty, and their own productivity rates.

Why Rs Means Electrical Estimating Is Essential for Contractors

For an electrical contractor, time is money, and accuracy is everything. Relying on guesswork or outdated price lists can lead to
underestimating a job, resulting in lost profit, or overestimating, which can lose the bid. Rs Means Electrical Estimating solves this by
offering  a  reliable,  auditable  source  of  cost  data.  This  is  particularly  important  when bidding  on  public  works  projects,  where  owners
often require detailed cost breakdowns. Using this data provides a defensible basis for your numbers. It also saves countless hours of
research, as the data is compiled and verified by a dedicated team of engineers and cost analysts. For small to medium-sized electrical
firms that may not have a full-time estimating department, RS Means levels the playing field, giving them access to the same quality of
data that large national contractors use.

Standardization Across Projects

One of the greatest advantages of using this estimating system is consistency. When you use the same database for every bid, you
create a standard for your company. This makes it easier to compare bids over time, track your accuracy, and identify areas where your
productivity differs from the national average. It also simplifies the training process for new estimators, as they have a clear reference
point for how to price work.

Improved Accuracy and Reduced Risk

The data includes detailed breakdowns of labor hours (often called "man-hours") for each task. These hours are based on extensive
studies  of  average  productivity.  By  applying  these  standard  hours  and  adjusting  them  for  your  crew's  specific  efficiency,  you  can
significantly reduce the risk of underestimating labor costs, which is the most common cause of lost profit in electrical contracting. The
material costs are also regularly updated to reflect current market conditions, helping you avoid the trap of quoting outdated pricing.

Key Components of Rs Means Electrical Estimating Data

To  use  the  Rs  Means  Electrical  Estimating  data  effectively,  it  is  important  to  understand  its  structure.  Each  line  item  typically
contains three main cost components: material, labor, and equipment. Additionally, the data includes a "bare cost" which is the base
cost without overhead or profit, allowing you to add your own markups.

Material Costs: These are the prices for the actual electrical components, such as wire, cable, conduit, breakers, panels, fixtures,
and devices. Prices are typically based on national averages and are updated annually.
Labor Costs: This is expressed as labor hours per unit of work. For example, the data might show that it takes 1.2 labor hours to
install 100 linear feet of 1-inch EMT conduit. The hourly wage rate used in the calculation is also provided, but you can adjust it to
match your local union or prevailing wage rates.
Equipment Costs: For larger electrical projects, this covers the cost of renting or owning equipment like scissor lifts, trenchers, or
cable pullers.
Subcontractor Costs: Sometimes, the data includes costs for specialized work that is typically subcontracted out, such as utility
connections or high-voltage testing.

Understanding Crew and Productivity Adjustments

The labor hours provided by RS Means assume an average crew composition and typical job conditions. However, your project may have
unique  factors  that  affect  productivity.  The  system  allows  for  adjustments  based  on  job  size,  location,  complexity,  and  working
conditions.  For  instance,  a  project  in  a  tight,  occupied building with restricted access will  have higher  labor  hours  than a new



construction  project  in  an  open  field.  Learning  how  to  apply  these  adjustments  is  a  key  skill  for  getting  the  most  accurate  estimate
possible.

How to Use Rs Means Electrical Estimating Effectively

Simply buying the books or subscribing to the software is not enough. To get real value from Rs Means Electrical Estimating, you
need to integrate it into your workflow. The first step is to choose the right format. Many estimators prefer the online subscription model,
which allows for real-time updates and easy searching. Others like the traditional printed books for quick reference. Regardless of the
format, the process is similar.

Take Off Quantities: First, you must accurately measure the quantities of work from the plans and specifications. This is the1.
foundation of any estimate.
Locate Line Items: Find the RS Means line items that match your takeoff. Use the MasterFormat number to ensure you are2.
selecting the correct task.
Adjust for Conditions: Apply the appropriate productivity adjustments based on your project's specific conditions. Do not skip3.
this step, as it is critical for accuracy.
Apply Local Factors: Use the location factors included in the data to adjust national average prices to your specific city or4.
region.
Add Your Markup: Finally, add your company's markup for overhead and profit to arrive at your final bid price.5.

Integrating with Estimating Software

Many modern electrical estimating software platforms offer direct integration with the RS Means database. This can dramatically speed
up the process, as you can drag and drop line items into your estimate without manually typing costs. This integration also helps reduce
data entry errors and ensures you are always using the most current cost data. If you are doing high-volume bidding, investing in such
software is highly recommended.

Common Mistakes to Avoid with Rs Means Electrical Estimating

Even experienced estimators can fall into traps when using this powerful tool. One of the most common mistakes is using the data as a
"black box" without understanding what is behind the numbers. The data represents averages, and every project is unique. Blindly using
the national average labor hours without adjusting for your crew's actual productivity or the job's difficulty can lead to serious errors.

Another frequent error is failing to update the data. If you are using a three-year-old book or software subscription that has not been
renewed, your material costs will likely be significantly off. Electrical material prices, especially copper wire, can fluctuate wildly. Always
ensure you are working with the most recent release. Finally, many new estimators forget to include all the indirect costs that are not
itemized in the direct line items, such as permits, bonds, and general conditions. The RS Means data covers the direct work, but you
must still account for these project-specific costs separately.

Rs Means Electrical Estimating vs. Other Estimating Methods

There are several ways to approach electrical estimating, from simple spreadsheet methods to fully customized databases built from
historical company data. How does the RS Means approach compare? For contractors who are just starting out, or who bid on a wide
variety  of  project  types,  RS  Means  offers  a  robust,  ready-to-use  solution.  It  saves  the  time  and  expense  of  building  your  own  cost
database from scratch.

However, some large, specialized electrical contractors prefer to develop their own estimating standards based on their own historical
performance. This can be very accurate if your company's productivity is consistent and you have a large volume of data. Yet, even
these  firms  often  use  RS  Means  as  a  benchmark  or  "sanity  check"  for  their  in-house  numbers.  Other  methods,  such  as  using
manufacturer  price lists,  can be accurate for  materials  but  often lack reliable  labor  data.  In  comparison,  Rs Means Electrical
Estimating provides a balanced view of both material and labor, which is its greatest strength for most contractors.

The Future of Rs Means Electrical Estimating

The construction industry is rapidly digitizing, and cost estimating is no exception. The future of Rs Means Electrical Estimating lies
in deeper integration with Building Information Modeling (BIM) and cloud-based collaboration tools. We are already seeing features that
allow estimators to link cost data directly to 3D models, enabling real-time cost updates as the design changes. This is often called "5D
BIM" (3D plus time and cost).

Integration with Digital Takeoff Tools

Manual takeoff from paper plans is becoming a thing of the past. The most forward-thinking estimators are using digital takeoff software
that  can  measure  lengths,  count  fixtures,  and  mark  up  plans  directly  on  screen.  When  this  software  is  connected  to  the  RS  Means
database, the entire estimating process becomes faster, more accurate, and more collaborative. You can share your digital estimates
with team members, owners, and subcontractors in real time.

Sustainability and Green Electrical Estimating

As the demand for sustainable buildings grows, electrical estimators are being asked to price electric vehicle charging stations, solar PV
systems, energy storage, and advanced lighting controls. RS Means has been expanding its database to include these emerging
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technologies.  Having  reliable  cost  data  for  green  systems  is  critical,  as  these  installations  often  have  different  labor  and  material
requirements  than  traditional  electrical  work.  Staying  current  with  this  data  will  be  a  key  competitive  advantage  for  electrical
contractors in the coming years.

Conclusion

Mastering Rs Means Electrical Estimating is not just about plugging numbers into a spreadsheet; it is about developing a disciplined,
data-driven approach to bidding that protects your business and helps it grow. By understanding the components of the data, learning
how to adjust for real-world conditions, and avoiding common pitfalls, you can significantly improve the accuracy of your bids. Whether
you are a one-person shop or a large electrical contractor, this resource provides a reliable foundation for sound business decisions. In
an industry where margins are tight and competition is  fierce,  using a proven, standardized estimating system is not a luxury;  it  is  a
necessity for long-term success. As technology continues to evolve, those who embrace these tools and integrate them into their
workflow will be best positioned to win profitable work and build a reputation for reliability and precision.


