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Draw Your Way to an Estimate

Getting Started with CAD-Assisted 
Estimating and Take-Off 

International Builders’ Show 2007
Orlando, Florida

Presented by:  Joe Stoddard
Dynami Solutions, LLC
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What we’ll cover:

• What is CAD-assisted estimating and how 
can you start using it ?

• Changes Required in Your 
Approach/Workflow

• Examples of CAD Products
– Couple things on my laptop

• Your Questions 
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Housekeeping

• Cell Phones 
• NAHB 
• Evaluations 
• Business Cards w Snail-Mail

– Report Examples
– “Process Your Company”
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Who’s the BIM-Master? 
• BIM – “Building Information Modeling”

– More than just sticks/bricks. 
– Ergonomics, aging-in-place, traffic patterns...
– Energy consumption and waste management
– Lifespan tracking or parts and pieces  (it’s time to 

replace the dishwasher....) 
– Construction Scheduling  (“4D CAD”) 

• BIM = “Lifecycle of the Building “
• Design and Construction is <10% of the  building lifecycle.  

What about the other 90% ? 

• CAD-assisted estimating is a small part of BIM
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Why?
• You need to do estimates... and you’re 

already using CAD !

• Take advantage of the entire project 
lifecycle, not just design/construction 
– They who own the data own the project! 

• You’re spending too much time taking off 
drawings.
– Cut T.O. time from days to minutes

(eventually... and with the right software)

• Your  CAD operators already know building
– Make better use of your existing staff 

• Estimating/CAD/Sales... It’s all you...  
– Draw once, use for many operations

• You’re looking for better accuracy
– Production builders - < 1% material 

variance.  
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Reasons NOT TO
• Just bought the CAD, big 

quote due tomorrow 
morning... 

• You want to avoid learning 
how to count past 10...

• You want to fire your 
estimator...
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How it Works 
• CAD serves as “Digitizer”, saving input steps 
• Basic: Building Objects or symbols on drawings are 

directly “read” and counted 
– Ex. plumbing fixtures, windows, electrical fixtures

• Intermediate: Advanced Properties of these items 
triggers other calculations 
– Ex. Window hardware...outlet boxes.....labor to install

• Advanced: Items are calculated/extrapolated from other 
quantities. Financial calculations may be included
– Ex. Wall assembly:  LF or Area of wall is translated into various 

material counts.  Studs, Insulation, sheathing, drywall 
• Reporting: Results are reported directly by the 

application or exported as delimited file that can be 
opened in a spreadsheet or other estimating program. 
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Direct Counts
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Extended Properties
• IF “lavatory 

counter” THEN 
“include faucet”

• IF “Interior Door”
THEN “include 
trim”
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Advanced Assembly Formulas
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Reporting: 
• Ability to export to 

spreadsheet or 
other application

• Ability to create 
custom reports, 
vary TO for each 
model 
– Cut Lists
– Room Schedules
– Trade Contractor
– Load Lists 
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Software  
• A CAD application with Take-off  support

– Basic:   
• Accurate reporting of areas and lengths 
• Ability to report basic “counts” (Number of  Sinks, etc.) 

– Advanced: 
• Ability to create/customize parametric items 
• Ability to reference items via part numbers or SKUs
• Ability to create and modify assemblies and take-off formulas 
• Comma/Tab Delimited Export 
• Direct Integration with estimating applications 

• Knowledge of Excel or other Spreadsheet
– or an estimating application with text import capability support
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Basic C-AE Products 
THIS IS NOT A COMPLETE LIST !
• Cadsoft 3D Home Architect ($90) 

– Basic areas, lengths, and counts 
– Only DIY product we found that is usable

• AutoCAD LT /Visio/ other basic 2D products
- can do basic counts of components/blocks

• Chief Architect,  SoftPlan LT, DataCAD
– Good counts, good export, not very configurable 

• ArchT, DataCAD, VectorWorks, ADT, ArchiCAD 
– Require  programming, configurations, add-ins 

see February JLC article  www.jlconline.com
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Advanced C-AE Products

• Cadsoft Envisioneer (www.cadsoft.com $795)

– Advanced C-AE, single database approach
• SoftPlan Pro/ SoftList (www.softplan.com $2900+/-)

– Very good self-contained reporting engine

• CADSoft Build!/AP-Design
• BuildersCAD w/Framing  
• SolidBuilder   

– Manufacturing-ready framing /cutlist packages



15
Success Made Easier at www.dynamisolutions.com
Copyright 2007 by Dynami Solutions, LLC. All Rights Reserved

Related Technology

• Xactimate Sketch  (www.xactimate.com) 
• CAD estimator (www.cadestimator.com)

– Bring Your Own CAD (or photos)
• OnCenter (www.oncenter.com) 

– On-screen takeoff 
• Vertigraph (www.vertigraph.com/)

– BidScreen XL 
None of the above are really “CAD-assisted 

Estimating
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General Changes to Workflow     

• CAD Model must accurately represent 
what was sold 
– Think “Model” not “Drawings”
– Objects and assemblies, not lines

• Provide Access to Model 
– Centralized  (network or Internet)
– Appropriate CAD software and/or viewers
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Delay the “Fork in the Road”
• Old way:

– 3D model, if any, is for presentation only. 
– No attention to objects
– Working drawing clean-up begins immediately. 

• C-AE Way:
– 3D model must contain all necessary information at 

all times. 
– Split for “Working drawings” comes at very end of 

process if at all  Example: “Exploding” cabinets to 
hide some lines also removes them from the take-off 
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Estimating Dept. has critical role in production and 
maintenance of the CAD building model 

• Estimating must drive all drafting decisions
– How items are defined in software

• Formulas, assemblies, extrapolated items
– What is added to the drawings
– How items are added to the drawings

• Estimating must oversee drawing quality 3Cs
– Clarity... Consistency...Completeness 

• Estimating must understand...
– take-off portion of the CAD software
– import/export capability and formats

• Estimating responsible for closed-loop feedback from field
– Estimating responsible for overseeing corrections to the model

• Estimators will need seats of CAD software or related viewers. 

Changes to Workflow – Estimating  
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Crawl-Walk-Run 

• Crawl:
– Estimating dept. starts to “own” process

• Develop QC for what is on drawings

– Pick Low-hanging fruit from any CAD program
• Basic item counts as available, lengths, areas 

– Use basic onscreen visual Cues
– Take advantage of “Ticklers”
– Include basic quantities on drawings
– Generate simple  item counts 

(# of a particular symbol) 
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Crawl: Item counts  
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Crawl:
Onscreen Information 
and “Ticklers”
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Crawl-Walk-Run

• Walk:
– Basic fixture/millwork  ‘schedules’ on 

drawings
– Generate simple reports/export files 
– Start to verify against known quantities
– Develop closed-loop reporting and revision 

mechanism  
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Walk: 
Auto-generated Schedules on drawings
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Crawl-Walk-Run
• Run:

– Model defines take-offs, presentation materials, and 
working drawings

– Model is centrally available (network/Internet) to all 
who need to access it

– Define Parametric objects, by part #/SKU
– Complex assembly formulas, extrapolated materials 

and labor organized by cost code 
– Reports formatted for loads, cutlists, allowance items, 

other complex custom reports
– Automated integration with Excel, other estimating 

software
– Review closed-loop feedback and continual 

improvement of drawings/model on a regular basis
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Run: 

BUILDING MODEL
Agreement of Sale

As-Sold Estimates

Purchase Orders

Cut-lists 

Trade Contractor 
specs and instruction
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General Drawing Guidelines
• Version Control is Critical

– Naming Conventions
• ex.  120606-Jones-A1-JLS.spd

• Use requirements checklists
– Consistent sales/selections sheets, specs, etc. 

• Place Objects where they exist in real world
– Ex. – Basement stair object goes on foundation

drawing, not first floor plan.  
• Avoid Object Duplication between floors
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Tips/Tricks 
• Provide schedules/counts/SF directly on 

drawings whenever possible 
• Some products allow you to place 

fields/variables/placeholders
• Take advantage of 2-way schedules when 

possible 
• Take advantage of shortcuts when appropriate: 

– “Notes” with assigned cost to represent an allowance 
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DIY vs. Pro 2D/3D Products 
• DIY:

– Configuration at 
highest object 
level only.  

– Can accurately 
report only SF.  

– Item TOs etc. 
are fixed by the 
software 
developer

– Still useful for 
basic areas, etc.
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DIY vs. Pro 2D/3D Products 
• PRO

– Configuration at 
every level of detail. 

– Compete accounting 
definitions 

– Per-piece and 
consolidated take-
offs 

– Flexible reporting 
options 
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Thanks for Coming  !

• My contact information ! 

Joe Stoddard

My mailing address: 
13 Rolling Acres Lane 
Lawrenceville, PA 16929
Toll-Free: 877-868-8310
joe.stoddard@yahoo.com

http://www.joestoddard.com


