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Introduction 
 
Ryan Rindlisbacher: This roundtable discussion is based on office automation. For those who do 
not know me, I am with CentralPoint Solutions and hold a Bachelor’s Degree in Information 
Technology and a Master’s in Business Administration with an emphasis on strategy. So when it 
comes to office automation and those kinds of things, it is not only something I enjoy but is 
something that I spent quite some time studying.  
 
What I wanted to do first, is spend around five minutes setting up some automation ideas before we 
look at the questions. I believe the first thing we should do is define what we mean by automation. 
The best definition I found is straight out of a dictionary: 
 
“A system of which a workplace or process has been converted to one that replaces or minimizes 
human labor.” 
 
As we start talking about automation, a lot of times we think about robots or computers but a lot of 
automation also involves things like taking a shovel and turning it onto a backhoe. We start using 
other tools that make us work smarter and faster. So as we talk about automation, this is the 
definition that best fits in this case. Often times it can involve computers, but it does not have to. 
When you start to think about how important a shovel is, even today, think about what your ‘shovel’ 
is in the office. Shovels date back 5,000 years and have not changed very much. They are good for 
certain tasks, but if you hand a guy a shovel and tell him to go dig a 100-foot-long trench 5 feet 
deep, he will likely tell you that it will take a while. There are obviously better ways to do this. So 
when you look at your office and how it flows, are you still using ‘shovels’ in the office or have you 
upgraded to better tools? I think a pen or pencil is about the equivalent of a shovel in the field. A lot 
of us rely on it, but is it really the most efficient way to get things done? Are there other tools that we 
could be using that would help speed up those processes? Whether it is something that would take 
fewer man hours to do a tasks, or the same amount of man hours but with more throughput. So 
maybe you can process three or four times the amount of invoices per day versus cutting back on 
hours.  
 
There are several ways to look at the automation processes. The goal for today is to ask some 
questions that will help us evaluate how we are doing things in the office. To find out if we are still 
using those thousand-year-old tools, or is there a newer way that will help us accomplish more as 
we go forward. 
 

Question 1 – What is the biggest hurdle you have in your office for automating 

or streamlining your processes? 

 
I believe everybody has some processes that they look at and say these are a little antiquated. We 
could do a better job of this, but why do we not make those changes? 
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Mike Orzechowski (Table 1): At the end of the day, it boils down to resistance to change. This was 
the biggest issue. Total resistance to any kind of new technology. Even to the point of resisting 
getting a new phone. It is always exciting once you understand the new phone, but there is 
sometimes a resistance to change from the old one. 
 
Jim Hansell (Table 2): We agreed that change is hard. That was the first comment from our table. 
Some of the other things we talked about included integrating all of the departments together at the 
same time. This is a hurdle. You may be able to do accounting, dispatch or estimating one at a time 
and it is easier, but doing them all together is hard. Also, finding the right system can be hard. There 
are a lot of choices out there, and when you make a decision you are committed. Then when you 
find out later on in the process that the system does not work that well, it is tough. Everyone is 
unique, so what works for one does not work for all. The best way to mitigate some of these hurdles 
is to maybe hire younger, smarter people that are more tech savvy that can adapt to change better 
than the old folks.  
 
Patti Conner (Table 3): One of the things we discussed, is that there is a lot of different programs 
out there. There is one for estimating, one for accounting and there is one for maintenance. There is 
one for dispatch too, but there does not seem to be one program that is compatible with them all. 
You have to have multiple programs.  
 
Charlie Warrell (Table 4): Our group also talked about resistance to change being the largest 
reason, but we talked about ways to get over that. One of the things that came up, was that a 
willingness to change has to come from the top. It has to be a decision that involves from the owner 
or whoever is really in charge. They have to communicate to the employees that it is not really a 
choice whether or not the company makes this change, it is being done. It is also about the employer 
providing forgiveness and having compassion as the employees go through and learn the new 
system. Some people pick it up faster than others. There is nothing worse than being given a job 
and you do not know how to do it. Personally, I have installed new systems and I have had 10-year 
employees come in and say “I quit” and want to resign. Fortunately we always talked them out of it, 
but that is how panicked people can get. Change is harder for older people. You cannot bite off more 
than you can chew—that was brought up and was worth mentioning. There also has to be someone 
willing to take ownership and really gets it. Sometimes you have to get help for it, and hiring young 
can help sometimes. It does not have to be the whole office, but you need that one person that gets 
it. 
 
Emily Hammer (Table 5): We looked at this from the standpoint of actually going out onto the 
jobsite with an automated system—wanting to bring a tablet out to the construction field and feeling 
the resistance there. People still want written copy. Having an automated system would help things 
run a lot faster. For our offices, we were also met with resistance. We are trying to find that balance, 
so we talked about this balance and what it should look like. How can we meet the customer’s needs 
but also meet out company’s needs as well.  
 
Rindlisbacher: A question was just asked by someone: is there a tablet out there that is tough 
enough and rugged enough for the field? Jim Dvoratchek would be a good person to answer this. 
His company has tablets out in the field and he is using Otter Boxes over his tablets. Motorola puts 
out a rugged tablet according to one person here, as does Panasonic according to others. Those all 
run on Android operating systems. 
 
Hammer (Table 5): We do not use them. We actually follow Jim Dvoratchek’s company. We found 
out from his customers that they do not like the tablets, at least the guys out in the field like the 
superintendant or whoever is trying to track everything. They want that hard copy. From the 
technology and GPR side we sometimes hear the other side, but generally they want that hard copy 
so we do not own any tablets yet. We are trying to figure out what the balance would be for showing 
the technology. I think Jim’s guys use Samsung tablets. I believe they tether them off their cell phone 
signals, so that the tablets have a wireless hotspot for communication.  
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Rindlisbacher: That sounds right. I believe they are using Samsung products with Otter Boxes. I 
know they have some Samsung S4 phones too. 
 
Hammer (Table 5): Someone just asked if you can have a portable printer. Yes you can, but the 
main concern from customers was with other things. They do email things from the jobsite, but 
people want that hard copy and they want to see it. You have a lot of different generations on a 
jobsite. There are younger people who want it and older people who do not. It really is about trying to 
find that balance for what everyone wants and needs.  
 
Rindlisbacher: This is certainly some of the things we wanted to cover today—some in-the-field 
things. Jim’s company captures digital signatures in the field and they email field tickets to the site 
supervisor the same day.  
 
Dan Foley (Table 2): We are actually in the process of implementing our new systems and we are 
going to be using Samsung tablets. I think something that is more important than the durability, is 
that these tablets became so cheap. These new generation of Samsung tablets, a lot of them are 
going for under $200. The way I look at it is, whether I buy a $700 iPad or three and a half of these 
Samsung tablets through the year, I do not really care. So I am willing to sacrifice some of the 
durability for cheaper replacements. 
 
Rindlisbacher: In fact, I have seen some Android tablets go for $150. Some of them have definitely 
crossed under that $200 mark. 
 
Warrell (Table 4): With bringing the field tickets in, I have looked into a lot of different technologies. 
One of the easiest methods, to be honest, is to use a traditional paper field ticket because the guys 
on site get that. Then take a picture with your phone and email it. Then the office has it and they can 
process it in. It is super simple and almost everybody already has that technology available to them. 
This way you get the best of both worlds. 
 
Duke Long (Table 6): Some of the biggest hurdles I have seen in our office, is when we are getting 
into new technology and a new printer may not synchronize with other technology in the office. Often 
if we a putting a new file server in or a new computer, all of a sudden there are about five or six 
different printers or computers down. Sometimes it is our dispatchers’ printers, and it often seems 
like a $3,000 to $5,000 venture turns out to be a $10,000 to $15,000 venture. Also a concern, is 
when you have a specialized accounting program like we do it is not always compatible with some of 
the dispatching software out there that is specific to concrete cutters. They do not synchronize well 
together. Another big concern is when you are dispatching 25 to 30 jobs per day, it can take a while 
for a dispatcher to adjust to a new system. In addition, my worry is that if my dispatcher gets sick or 
cannot work for a week or two he is the only one who knows the system. It is not like the old manual 
systems, where even I could jump in and take care of it. We have to have back up staff in place so 
that we can continue to function and dispatch job every day. Those are some of our biggest hurdles 
right there. 

 

Question 2 – What processes in your workflow could benefit the most from 

automation? 

 
Rindlisbacher: As we look at different processes around the office, you see that your office does 
several things—payroll, invoicing, hiring and firing, maintaining your fleet and shop—all of those 
different administrative tasks. Which of these, or other processes, would benefit the most? 
 
Orzechowski (Table 1): The fuel tank gage in your car means nothing if you have a full tank, but 
means a lot when you are low on gas. What we mean by that, is having more visibility for the 
processes in place. Having management tools so that we can understand the business better. One 
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of the big things is being able to apply overhead costs to specific jobs. It is not easily applied as a 
percentage. Some jobs are skewed and they require more overhead than other jobs, so it would be 
good to apply those costs and have that data so it can be accurately reflected on the billing. That is 
one of the big things that came out of our discussions. 
 
Hansell (Table 2): As we talked about this, the priority of what you really want to implement 
depends on your perspective. If you are an operations manager, you want something that is going to 
help you in operations. If you are a finance manager, you are going to want an accounting system. 
Everything needs to be automated, the question is how would you do that? Accounting and billing 
should receive automation. Dispatch, a lot of people do by hand and if you have a dispatching 
system that is automated the theory is that you can do more work. A maintenance program to make 
sure vehicles are tracked and serviced appropriately. Someone said they automated their 
dispatching but they also have to do it by hand, because of power outages. The more you automate 
and rely on technology, the more you expose yourself to these types of things. They do print out and 
keep hard copies even though they do everything on the computer.  
 
P Conner (Table 3): When we started our discussion, the one thing we felt needed to be 
streamlined in our offices was things like expense reports, gas receipts and credit cards to reconcile. 
The other things mentioned was also on payroll hours and to have some automation in that. Toward 
the end of the conversation we came up with what I think is a brilliant idea—safety programs. To be 
able to have automatic record-keeping of employee certificates and log their expirations dates. To 
record tailgate meetings and all the other things that are required when we go to look at jobsites. In 
the event of an investigation it would all be automated.  
 
Warrell (Table 4): Most of this group is pretty automated, but the biggest thorn in their sides was 
that certified payroll continues to be a challenge. There are little twists to it everywhere. The other 
issues were compliance related. The number one thing that came up in our conversation was 
document management and being able to get rid of paper and files as much as possible. I had a 
comment to that, which was that back in the day that was not really tested. Today, document 
management systems from a legal standpoint generally hold up. So you can scan all your invoices, 
purchase orders, warranties and all that stuff and have it all online. Then you have less paper in your 
office.  
 
John van Dyk (Table 5): We talked mainly about the need for fleet maintenance, and about certain 
hydro and nuclear customers that require a printout of your equipment maintenance before you take 
the equipment on site. We felt that some of the challenges there include who enters that information 
on the system, because typically some mechanics are not really computer people. Also, how much 
data do you capture? Sometimes programs allow you to capture a whole bunch of stuff and you may 
spend too much time entering things that may not be accurate. There is no point entering data into a 
system that is not completely accurate. The second thing that came up was the use of tracking tags. 
Rick Norland mentioned that you can use small radio tags that you put on your equipment or tools. 
You put a sensor in your shop or vehicle and it records whatever has a tag attached within a certain 
radius of the shop or truck. This basically gives you an inventory of what is in your truck, lockup or 
shop. We felt that was a neat idea, if you can afford to do that. An up-to-date inventory that is 
automatically done. 
 
Long (Table 6): Along with the other things that people have talked about, like certified payrolls and 
dealing with union reports, some of the things that come to mind for me is historical information 
about customers on our database. When a customer call in desperation to get a job done, 
historically it can be a customer who does not pay very good. We currently have ‘red flags’ in there 
for certain people. Through our dispatching, we do a lot of time and material jobs. We can go back a 
year and we have a report on exactly what our truck does—the ignition or how fast a route. A lot of 
the time you can have customers who wait three or four months before they complain that they was 
not happy about a job. Your guy did not show up, or he only walked in at 10:00 AM. So you can 
generate that information and get it across to them. Regarding my quotes, if I need to fire off a letter 
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or get a quote out, it is all done automatic. I can look at the screen and then talk to my dispatcher 
and sales people. They can also look right into their computers and it is all there for them. They can 
push a button to email it out and it is then filed.  
 

Question 3 – How can automation help with risk management? 

 
Rindlisbacher: As we shift our focus to this question, we should remember that we are in a room of 
business owners, office managers and operations managers. This is a group that understands risk. 
Business is about taking risks, and smart business owners know which risks to take and which to 
mitigate. Everything from not getting paid on invoices or identifying repeat customers that do not pay 
are risks. So we are going to discuss how automation can help our risk management and depreciate 
some of those risks.  
 
Orzechowski (Table 1): Based on our discussions, documentation is very critical. Having a clear, 
detailed quote goes a long way because when it comes back way later and people’s memories are 
not so good, having the ability to use email and fax records to track dates and times is important. 
Being about to track when events or notices occurred is critical. We had one story that we felt should 
be shared. A guy scanned a job with GPR and physically marked a location ‘Do Not Drill Here.’ After 
he left, the general contractor went over and smudged the mark out, drilled and he hit some stuff that 
he was not supposed to hit. The owner was really upset, so they all sat down at a meeting and they 
looked at some photos taken with the GPR contractor’s phone that proved the other guy was lying 
through his teeth. The mark left by the GPR guy was there in the photo, so the situation was clarified 
very quickly by the photos on the phone. Almost everybody has a smart phone in their pocket, and 
they can pay dividends.  
 
Rindlisbacher: I agree. I believe photos of the jobsite are paramount. 
 
Younts (Table 2): We started out talking about cash flow and collections using automation, using 
tools that can identify bad payers early. Automate the pre-lien process so your rights are protected. 
Also, automate the credit cards and all that held cash. We also talked about safety. Several people 
have online programs that they do their safety talks with. They have their employees sit down and do 
online sessions. It logs what they have learned and when they did it, to show they are compliant and 
up-to-date with safety and their toolbox talks. Having things automated provides consistency. When 
you are consistent, you are reliable and predictable. You are able to justify what you are doing and 
mitigate problems when they come up, because you can compare historical things to what you are 
doing now. Having these logs automated might also help with claims or legal issues.  
 
P Conner (Table 3): Our table has a lot of the same conversations about using automation in 
accounting, with flags being raised for past-due accounts. So when you are dispatching you have 
the customer history in front of you to know whether they are COD or not. Tablets being used in the 
field and taking pictures was mentioned, as well as being able to document and upload jobsite plans 
has been helpful.  
 
Warrell (Table 4): Our conversation went a different way than I thought it would go, but it was great 
stuff. Documenting a safety meeting we thought would reduce a lot of risk. Facebook lookups came 
up. Lots of comments came up on this. You have people posting things up in the middle of the day 
when they are not supposed to be on there, as well as seeing risky behavior and those types of 
things. The GPS tracking is definitely a technology that has risk management for things like 
speeding, and provides less risk on the financial side. You can verify when guys were on the job 
using this tool. Another risk from technology that we discussed, was the use of games and other 
distractions that come from guys playing on their phones or talking to their wives or girlfriends. All 
those things can be distracting, so those are things that have to be discussed or expectations be set 
with employees so that it does not get out of control.  
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van Dyk (Table 5): There are only a couple of cutting contractors at our table, but I think due 
diligence is one of our biggest fears right now. Tracking safety, training and other things to give you 
release from due diligence. Our biggest concern is how to do that through automation. The online 
safety training and record keeping are the important things for us. 
 
Long (Table 6): Our table decided to elaborate on the GPS and some of the benefits of that 
technology. It prevents workers from moonlighting. In our company we have caught workers during 
holidays. Their truck starts up and it automatically comes across our managers’ phones, so we can 
go and find out where the truck is and what is going on. Historical data is again important. If you go 
on time and material jobs, you can go back as far as a year. Security of the truck is important. If it 
gets stolen, we always know where it is. A way to reconcile payroll to the GPS is a big plus for us. 
Watching your workers to see if they are speeding, something that again our managers can track 
over their phones. We can control that. Another thing was that CDL laws prevent you from talking or 
texting on the phone while driving. It has to be hands-free. We had a truck that rolled over, and we 
found out that when it rolled over the guys was texting. We provided the phone, so we had the 
record to manage our risk. We can find out if our people are texting or talking on their phones while 
driving. 
 

Question 4 – How do you see automation helping your business in the future? 

 
Rindlisbacher: This last question is designed to let you, as owners and operators, dream a little bit. 
I think one of the pitfalls we have is that we focus on day-to-day operations and we forget to look 
ahead. A couple of prime examples of this is Google. They are dreaming up cars that drive 
themselves, or glasses that allow you to see maps through your line of vision while driving. Amazon 
has been in the news lately for dreaming up an idea to deliver packages to your door via automated 
drones. So this last question is about how you see automation and technology helping your 
business. Where do you see it going in the next three years, five years or even longer? Basically, in 
a perfect world how would this automation and technology run things? 
 
Orzechowski (Table 1): We see a robotic system. So we could sit there, drinking our coffee, and it 
will put that core bit right where you want it, know what hole to drill and it will do it for you. And it 
would be done. 
 
Hansell (Table 2): We see his drill, but we are still in bed and we have a smart phone that drives the 
drill via an application on the phone. 
 
Rindlisbacher: What is funny, is that you talk about driving things but I know in the agricultural 
industry John Deere has tractors that will drive themselves. They will turn nozzles on and off 
depending on the situation. We are not so far off from your idea.  
 
P Conner (Table 3): Our table discussed about the automation of things like core drills and wall 
saws. However, this could also be a problem if the operator walks away and something goes wrong 
that cannot be fixed by the machine. One person here said he wants it to get to a stage where he 
can just think about what he should be paid and it goes in his bank!  
 
Rindlisbacher: Going back to the John Deere example, of self-driving tractors, they are driven by 
GPS and they had to put sensors on the seat because people would start them and then jump out of 
the tractor. Then they realized they could throw a bag of rock salt on the seat and it would still drive. 
 
Warrell (Table 4): Robots seem to be the biggest topic. The benefit of it is taking humans out of the 
way for wall sawing and in certain hazardous conditions where you do not want operators to be. I 
think we will see more of that. It was also commented that as this technology gets better, your 
operator training and maintenance staff is going to have to up their game to take care of this 
technology. Now they are programming, not just putting in a new bearing in the saw. 
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Rick Norland (Table 5): We had about four key areas. Better software integration. Software 
programs still do not talk to each other real well. You have to keep forcing them to work, so that has 
to come along. I think that is going to be one of the lagging factors. Too much proprietary type things 
so that they do not communicate. We talked about autonomous vehicles and the safety of your 
vehicle on the road. Cars and trucks now ‘pre-brake’ and anticipate accidents, with inadvertent lane 
changes next. So that will help in terms of safety and taking responsibility off the operators. We then 
went into smart phones being more and more versatile and integrated. The last was the robots—in 
our profession this is inevitable. Robots will be a power supply and a tool holder.  
 
Long (Table 6): We wanted to talk about robots too. With robots now, we cut concrete with them, 
we core drill with them and rock drill with them. We pick up concrete with plungers now. What is nice 
about the plungers, is that we can pick up around 4,000 pounds with a robot. There is no more 
bending over and setting anchors, so when your customer base sees that happen they become your 
best source of advertising. It just does something to you, the laborer that has been doing it for 20 
years on his hands and knees. We are getting into other industries now, like refractory and nuclear 
work, so there are some good opportunities there. It is high-paying work and you do not have to deal 
with the consumables when you get into those areas.  
 
We consider ourselves a kind of hybrid, because we are doing work that other contractors cannot do 
and we also do things that big demolition companies will not do. We are in the middle because we 
were getting concrete cutting and selective demolition work, but now we are getting ourselves work 
because there may be a bigger building job that we can do. We are getting more work that way. 
What is nice about the robots, is that the concrete cutting that comes along with it is lumped in. So 
instead of getting $25 per foot on a 12-inch wall, now you are getting $75. You are not originally part 
of the bid process because the concrete cutting is all lumped in there, so when you have the robots 
and can cut concrete you are in a really good position as a hybrid company. It is less risk to the 
operators when they can stand away from the work. In today’s world, with the emphasis on safety, 
your customers appreciate that. And, most important, it is just a lot more fun to do than cutting 
concrete! It is very profitable, less risk to the workers and really cool to watch.  
 
Networking opportunities, which I have said a few times here, on your income statement you have 
flat sawing, wall sawing, core drilling—everything is itemized. If you could do it, the fastest-growing 
category on our income statement is work acquired through networking. So even though the robots 
have been around a while, they are actually fairly new and it is growing right now. People buy their 
first robot, and now we have 10. There are opportunities to go and work across state lines and in 
other markets. It all goes to the bottom line. 
 
Rindlisbacher: Thank you. I hope these discussions help you as you go back to your individual 
offices and procedures. It hopefully has served as a reminder of how you can perhaps do things 
better, a little bit faster or streamline your office processes and automate some of those processes in 
the field. 
 
 

END 


