
BID PROCESS: 
 

Construction estimating consists of three parts:   

1. Quantity Survey 

2. Price Extension 

3. Bidding 

 

Quantity survey is the physical removal of quantities from the working drawings 

and specifications.  This can be done using instruments such as a scale, tape, 

wheel or a digitizer attached to a computer program. 

 

Price extension is the portion of the estimate in which the contractors “price out” 

the individual items, such as pricing out labor and material using current labor 

rates and material prices. 

 

Due to technological advancement and specialization in today’s construction 

world, the prime contractor’s work is confined to those trades that the company 

performs directly, usually without subcontracting.  Depending on the type and 

size of the projects and the bid strategy the prime contractor’s portion of the 

total estimate may be only 5% to 20%. 

 

The amount of direct work contributed to the project reflects the “risk” that the 

prime contractor determines to take on a certain project.  The remainder of the 

work is them “brokered out” or subcontracted. 

 

Bidding is the process whereby the prime contractor receives subcontractor and 

vendor prices for labor, material and/or the combination of the two.  It is a 

systematic process of simplifying facts, reducing errors and omissions, relying 

upon speed and efficiency to produce relatively accurate results.  Tensions rise 

because of the mental concentration required, apprehension over possible 

errors and anxiety regarding financial success or failure.  It has been said that 

during the construction bid there is more competitive pressure and more 

performance intensity than in any other industry. 

 

In bidding, one is dealing with many divisions of the specifications, both broad 

and narrow scope in nature.  Subcontractor and vendor quotations are 

matched to the specifications by the CSI 16 Division format.  The various 

subcontractor and vendor trades, personalities, ambiguities, omissions, 

contradictions - not to mention having to meet state and federal regulations - 

make “number crunching” within a few hours of bid time a major feat. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



BID TIMELINE & STRATEGIES: 
 
 The bidding phase of estimating is probably the most vulnerable, talked 

about and scrutinized phase of an estimate.  There are many reasons for this, a 

major one being the pressure that is placed on the estimator(s) on bid day. 

 

Conflicts occur when legitimate and non-legitimate opportunities arise with the 

arrival of the various sub bids or items.  Below are some examples: 

 

 LEGITIMATE OPPORTUNITIES 

1. Special equipment not available to other bidders. 

2. Service of expert not available to other bidders. 

3. Special material prices found through investigation, presumably not 

available to other bidders. 

4. Holding an exclusive low quotation not available to other bidders 

and obtained without disclosing other sub bids. 

5. Special construction techniques not used by other bidders. 

6. Presumably a tighter, more accurate schedule. 

 

 NON-LEGITIMATE OPPORTUNITIES 

1. Inside information given by the owner, engineer or architect not 

given to other bidders. 

2. Accepting and using low sub bids without obtaining confirmation 

from sub bidder. 

3. Asking a subcontractor for a special price, thus revealing other sub 

quotations. 

4. “Peddling” other sub bids to the advantage of low prices. 

5. Reducing one or all sub quotations by a certain percentage to lower 

the total contract amount without permission. 

6. Not revealing obvious or hidden problems on the working drawings 

or specifications. 

 

Along with legitimate and non-legitimate opportunities are legal responsibilities, 

which can be vague in meaning and based more on ethical reasoning than on 

sound interpretation of the law.  Whatever the reasoning, the name of the game 

is to be the successful bidder.  When actively bidding on the open market, a 

successful contractor will only be low on 10% - 15% of all estimates.  There are 

also many inexperienced bidders learning the hard way by “winning” a great 

number of contracts with unreasonably low bids.  Most of these contractors fail 

because the do not win enough low bids, and/or are too low to make a profit. 

 

OVERVIEW OF THE BID PROCESS: 
 

There are many ways to put a bid together, depending on the type of 

construction and the personality of the contractor.  The following bid procedure 

is quite simple, straightforward and is fairly typical of most commercial 

construction estimating.   



 

It is made up of six basic parts using a color coding system.  Colors are used to 

aid the bid team in the final minutes of bid day to describe the various parts of 

the bid.  As the pressure mounts, it is sometimes easier to refer to a “brown” sheet 

instead of a job summary sheet.  The six parts are: 

 

Quotation Sheets    white 

General Sheets    white 

General Conditions Sheets  yellow  

Sub Sheets    white 

Job Summary Sheets  brown 

Change Sheets   green 

 

Quotation sheets (white) are used to write down the various sub quotes that are 

often received via telephone or will be the quotations received via fax.  This 

document is probably the most important part of the entire bid system. 

 

Subcontractors either phone or fax in their quotations, section number and a 

brief description of the items they are submitting.  Other information such as 

exclusions, additions, clarifications, special notes about prices, alternates, unit 

prices and time constraints are also given.  Federal regulations (i.e., WBE or DBE 

firm) are also included.  In addition, if the subcontractor is submitting a proposal 

via telephone, one must indicate phone numbers, contractor numbers (where 

applicable), date and time of the call and name of caller. 

 

These items must be written neatly and precisely to make the quotation easily 

readable, without omitting any information.  The prime contractor then reads it 

back to the subcontractor for clarification.  On a typical bid day, well over one 

hundred quotations can be phoned in or faxed within a 2-3 hour time period 

(see Bid Timeline).  When the quotation sheet is completed, it is placed in a 

basket to be filed under section numbers and price, usually with the low sub bid 

on top in a bid file organizer. 

 

On paper this sounds relatively simple, but in reality a good many subcontractors 

do not know their section numbers, have combination bids (one or more 

sections), or do not have a complete bid.  The person(s) receiving the sub prices 

must have enough savvy and insight to decipher and translate them in a way 

that the bid staff can understand and utilize the quotations. 

 

An experienced bidder realizes that the best planned bidding procedure under 

perfect control can suddenly be thrown into sheer chaos by the quantity of 

incoming bids, and hasty analyses and omissions on the part of the 

subcontractors.  When the complexity of the incoming data exceeds the 

capabilities of the bidding staff, a bid can totally collapse. 

 

General sheets (white) consist of items the prime contractor wishes to actually 

perform on the project.  These items usually include demolition, foundation work, 



flatwork (S.O.G), framing and miscellaneous construction items that the 

subcontractors will typically exclude (see Appendix). 

The title is clearly written at the top of the sheet.  Under “description”, a brief 

description of the item to be performed is written.  Note that items are intended 

to show they belong to the main description directly above (i.e., S.O.G.).  To the 

right is “quantity”, which is taken from the take-off sheets.  Directly to the right of 

the quantity numbers is the sign or unit of measure for the type of quantity such 

as cy, lf, sf, etc. 

 

Under “unit” and before “labor” is the cost per unit of labor.  The cost per unit of 

labor times the quantity is the total cost of labor shown in the “labor” column.  

The same sequence follows for material costs.  These unit costs do not include 

labor taxes or material mark-up.  In the far left margin are comparison price items 

which include labor taxes.  These comparison prices are used in case the prime 

contractor wishes to deduct their items and use a subcontractor’s equivalent 

quotation (see Change Sheet). 

 

General Conditions (yellow sheet) is a fairly straightforward sheet.  It lists the 

general requirements found in the contract documents and also any equipment, 

such as compressors, truck cranes, etc. not directly related to individual general 

items.  It also includes items that the subcontractors will exclude such as 

scaffolding and weather protection.  It is best to separate these items since they 

are usually the ones that get duplicated during bid time. 

 

By no means is this list complete, but it does list the essential items.  The key to this 

sheet is that the total cost of both labor and material should be between 5% - 8% 

of the total bid amount.  If the general conditions are greater than 8%, chances 

are you are out of the ballgame before it starts.  Conversely, if they are less than 

4% you bought the ballpark. 

 

Sub Sheets (white) are sometimes referred to as “spread sheets”.  The Sub Sheets 

are filled out using the specification as a guide and the specifications are taken 

from the CSI 16 Division format, and are usually narrow scope in nature.  The brief 

descriptions are the title of each section of the specifications in the contract 

documents.   

 

Sub Sheets are the heart of the bid procedure.  It is where the low prices are 

recorded for each line item of the specification.  The subcontractor names are 

recorded along with the quotations.  If they are bidding on material only, their 

names are placed with their quotation in the “material” column.  This is a very 

simple concept, except that most subcontractors omit or combine items, in 

hopes of being low due to an error of omission on the part of the prime 

contractor.  The Sub Sheet(s) must be compiled one hour prior to bid time, 

usually plug-in figures for sub items not obtained by that time are used (see Bid 

Timeline). 

 

Job Summary (brown) is where the final numbers are compiled for the bid 

proposal.  The labor and material on both the General Conditions and the 



General Sheets, as well as the labor on the sub sheet should be compiled 24 

hours before bid time, leaving only the material side of the Sub Sheet to be 

brought down.  This provides more time to compute labor taxes and lessens the 

number of items to worry about on bid day.  One hour before bid time the Job 

Summary should be completed up to the line labeled “Changes”. 

 

Change Sheets (green) are used exclusively during the final hour before bid time.  

This eliminates a lot of loose papers, although the other sheets are used as 

references.  The purpose of the Change Sheet(s) is to adjust sub prices - 

especially late prices.  Because most of the numbers have already been 

compiled and carefully checked on the other sheets, they cannot be erased 

and re-entered freely.  Thus, when prices for items need to be changed, a basic 

accounting add and deduct tactic is used to make the adjustments on the 

Change Sheet. 

 

It is important to note that all of the number totals must be carefully checked - 

down the columns, as well as the extensions.  Because this checking is so time 

consuming, it is important to have certain portions of the bid procedure 

completed well before bid time.  All sheets must be checked and initialed by a 

person not associated with the estimate (i.e., secretary).  The person(s) 

responsible for noting the quantities, prices and extensions must initial these items 

for recordkeeping purposes. 

 

Sub prices and how they are received can vary greatly depending on the 

personality and reputation of the general contractor.  For example, if a general 

contractor is noted to be honest, fair and above board, most sub bids will come 

in early, complete and with little confusion over deletions, or combinations of 

divisions.  On the other hand, if the general contractor is known to or rumored to 

“shop prices”, subcontractors will usually call in their prices late, high and/or in 

combinations so as to confuse the contractor.  This is referred to as “breaking the 

general contractor”.  The pressure of competition among subcontractors also 

makes significant differences in determining prices and how they are received. 

 

Intuitive reasoning and guesswork are great assets for the estimator, along with 

the ability to use bid strategies to make sound decisions during the process.  

Bidding has been jokingly referred to as “playing poker”, and I find the similarities 

closer to reality than one may think.  You must bid high enough to make a profit, 

yet low enough to get the job.  Instead of being confined to a deck of cards, 

you are dealing with hundreds of varying personalities and situations. 

 

Strategies in successful competitive bidding are based upon a solid 

understanding of the rules and elements that make up a bid and using them to 

formulate a careful plan or method of application.  Bid strategies cannot be 

taught or learned overnight, but are acquired through experience.  An excellent 

book on this subject is “Construction Bidding for Profit” by William Park. 

 

A bid timeline is important for the estimator to follow in order to use bid 

strategies.  By organizing the progression of events, the estimator can better 



handle situations as they occur.  The following timeline shows the sequence of 

events on a typical bid day for a general contractor on a commercial 

construction project.  From the beginning of any estimate, the bid opening is the 

ultimate goal.  The majority of all bid openings are at 2:00 p.m. or 4:00 p.m. on a 

Tuesday or Thursday.  The timeline also shows a comparison of what goes on 

during conventional bid day, and how the same bid process would proceed 

using a computerized estimating program. 



7:00

8:00

8:10

9:00

9:30

CONVENTIONAL BID PROGRAM

Senior estimator reviews all General Sheets

& General Conditions to make sure all items 

are correctly written down and checked.

lower right corner.

Contact the person who is going to the

bid opening to make sure he knows

where the bid is opening & time.

Bid forms are correctly filled out

and addressed.

Bid envelope is properly addressed

with bid opening clearly typed on the 

bid opening to make sure he knows

where the bid is opening & time.

Bid forms are correctly filled out

and addressed.

Bid envelope is properly addressed

with bid opening clearly typed on the 

COMPUTER BID PACKAGE

Get the bid organizer labeled correctly &

have enough quotation sheets with the 

proper information at all receiving areas.

Senior estimator reviews computer

to make sure all General Construction

Items & General Conditions items

are formatted correctly.

lower right corner.

Contact the person who is going to the

Meet with bid receivers and go over the

questions you wish them to ask the various

subs concerning their quotations.

Make sure the main computer is 

functioning properly and all receiving

terminals are working properly.

Meet with bid receivers and go over the

questions you wish them to ask the various

subs concerning their quotations.

& miscellaneous structural steel are arriving.

Many one-man contractors call in early before leaving

their offices or homes to work in the field.

Inquiring phone calls are made to make sure that you 

Early sub prices are beginning to arrive, usually

adjustments to concrete prices, lumber, etc. which are

called in on the previous day.

Sub bids from material suppliers, i.e. rebar, wwm & 

computer screen.

Make final adjustments to General Sheets 

& General Conditions Sheets using early

entries on the change sheet.

are covered on items that are predominantly excluded, 

or to find further coverage on items you are questioning.

Make final adjustments to General Sheets 

& General Conditions Sheets using the 

Meet with the bid team.  Update them as to 

bid strategies and what has occurred to this

point.  Divide up the bid responsibilities, i.e.

Material suppliers, such as Divisions 8, 9 & 10

begin to call or fax in.

Meet with the bid team.  Update them as to 

bid strategies and whey you may need them.

alternates, W.B.E & D.B.E, specialty items 

and breakouts.

BID TIMELINE & STRATEGIES
The following is a generalization of the time of events.  Bid time:  2:00 p.m.



9:40

10:00

11:00

12:00

1:00

On Change Sheet:

1:15

1:20

Four hours before bid time, sub prices start coming in

on a regular basis.

On the main computer screen, all sub items

are appearing, with low subs being entered 

Call Architect with final inquiries, if any. Call Architect with final inquiries, if any.

inquiring about their quotations.

All incoming prices are placed in the

quotation basket to be reviewed when

enough items merit reviewing.  Inquiring

phone calls are made by the bid team.

on each item.  The head estimator makes 

inquiries of the computer as to the status of 

questionable sub items.  If needed, head 

estimator can place calls to various subs 

Sub prices are removed from the quotation

basket grouped will low prices on top and 

filed within the bid organizer.  Low sub 

quotations are being entered on the sub

Between the hours of 11:00 & 12:00 the bulk of the

incoming sub prices arrive.

Low sub prices are appearing on the screen 

with the computer notifying the estimator as to

sheet.  All members of the team are working.

Alternate prices are being computed, as 

well as W.B.E & D.B.E. requirements.

The computer is notifying the estimator as

ambiguities and line items not yet covered.

to all ambiguities and line items not covered.

Additional estimator arrives to aid in calling

back subs concerning their quotations.

Low sub prices are still being written in on the 

Sub Sheet.  Alternate prices are being

computed as well as the W.B.E. & D.B.E 

requirements.

The shuffling of combination pricing is

occurring utilizing a bid team member full time.

Larger sub prices begin to come in, as the bulk of the

incoming prices begins to drop off.

Sub Sheet(s) should be fairly complete with

plug-in items reviewed and identified.

Plug-in items are processed and Sub Sheet(s)

should be completed at this time.

point from now on.

Critical Time:  Sub Sheet is filled in and totaled.

All line items are scrutinized.  Extensions &

totals are independently checked.

Job Summary Sheet (brown) is filled in

completely up to Change Sheet.

Alternates are being computed.

W.B.E. & D.B.E. requirements are 

being computed.

Total cost of project can be attained at any

Change Sheet is totaled.

Making all corrections, additions or deletions

on Change Sheet.  Reviewing Mechanical &

Electrical sub quotes.

All alternates are totaled.  W.B.E. & D.B.E. 

requirements are checked for compliance.

Late sub quotations come in.  Mechanical

& Electrical prices start to appear.

Computer is evaluation all late prices with bid

team visualizing or manually making changes

when alerted.



1:30

1:50

2:00

BID TIME

Computer forms Change Sheet.

Computer waits for last minute sub quotes.

Alternates, W.B.E. & D.B.E. requirements 

Estimator asks for total bid cost.

Determination of Overhead & Profit.

Computer totals & waits for further changes.

are printed.

Dummy bid form is filled in.

Determination of Overhead & Profit.

Job Summary is totaled including changes.

Job Summary is checked.

Overhead & Profit is added.

Alternates, W.B.E. & D.B.E. requirements 

are written on dummy bid form.

Computer goes to Job Summary.

Bid total is computed.

Bid is given to runner over the phone.

Late changes are made, if needed.

Bid total is made.

Bid is given to runner over the phone.

Late arriving sub quotations are coming in.  The runner

at the bid opening calls in reviewing his/her position &

stays on phone.



Specifcation Division #:

WBE:

MBE:

Sub-Bid:

Material Quote:

PROJECT:

FIRM QUOTING:

ADDRESS: TELEPHONE:

QUOTED BY: F.O.B.:

SPEC. DIVISION #: ADDENDA:

QUOTING ON:

EXCLUSIONS:

VERBAL QUOTE: TELEPHONE QUOTE: WRITTEN CONFIRMATION:

DATE: TIME: RECEIVED BY:

QUOTATION



Project : Estimator: Page       of

Location: Architect:

Project Size:                   SF

Date:       /    /   Sheet Title: General Sheet

Checked By: Extensions Checked by:

Notes Quantity unit Labor Extension unit Material Ext.

SHEET TOTALS

Description



SQ. FT. AREA ARCHITECT:

DATE:

JOB NO.:

OUR BID PER SQ. FT. SHEET NO.               OF

EXTENSION BY:

UNIT LABOR UNIT MATERIAL

EXTENSION COST EXTENSION COST EXTENSION

Time of Completion - Liquidated Damages
Project Management
Superintendent
Project Engineer/Intern
Shop Drawing Review
Surveying & Layout
Outside Engineering
Mobilization
Contractor Office/Trailer:  Move in/Move out
Site Barricades & Fencing
Signage
Safety
Dust Partitions
Clean-up - Construction
Clean-up - Final
Trash Disposal
Street Cleaning
Travel Expense
Pick-up/Delivery & Postage
Weather Protection - Emergency
Weather Protection - Masonry
Weather Protection - Concrete
Snow Removal
Pumping - Water
Scaffolding
Hoisting Equipment - Cranes & Hoists
Equipment & Truck Rental
Small Tools & Tarps
Equipment Repair & Maintenance
Gas & Oil 
Blue Printing - Shop Drawings
Blue Printing - Contract Documents
As-Built Drawings & O&M Manuals
Progress Photography
Temporary Toilet
Temporary Power
Temporary Lighting
Temporary Water
Temporary Heat/Ventilation
Temporary Phone (Jobsite)
Temporary Storage (Jobsite)
Sewer Connection Fee
Water Connection Fee
Soil Testing & Inspection
Concrete Testing & Inspection
Steel Testing & Inspection
Building Permit
Local Taxes
Owner Move-in
Punch List

SHEET    TOTALS

GENERAL CONDITIONS
QUANTITY

QUANTITIES BY: CHECKED BY:PRICED BY:



Project : Estimator: Page       of

Location: Architect:

Project Size:                   SF

Date:       /    /   Sheet Title: Sub Sheet

Checked By: Extensions Checked by:

Notes Quantity unit Labor Extension unit Material Ext.

SHEET TOTALS

Description



Project : Estimator:

Location: Architect:

Project Size:                   SF

Date:          /        /  Sheet No.                of

Quantities By: Priced By: Extension By:

Labor  Material  

General Estimate Sheets

Subcontractors & Vendors

General Conditions

Increase in Wages

Total Material & Subs

Total Labor

Labor Burden

Sub-Total

Insurance

Contingency

Changes

Cost

Bond Including Bond on Sales Tax

Profit & Overhead

Sales Tax

Total

JOB SUMMARY



Project : Estimator:

Location: Architect:

Project Size:                   SF

Date:          /        /  

Quantities By: Priced By: Extension By:

Description Labor Material Labor Material  

ADD

Change Sheet

DEDUCT

























SUBCONTRACTOR PROPOSAL ANALYSIS & SELECTION 
 

After the contractor’s own work has been taken off and priced and the general 

conditions have been determined, the estimator can turn his attention to the sub-bids 

received in answer to the requests sent out when starting to figure the job.  All bids 

should be separated according to classifications or work and each should be carefully 

read and thoroughly analyzed - especially those which are apparently the low bidders.   

 

In analyzing each sub-bid, the first thing to determine is whether the bid is complete.  

That is, does it have all of the work in its classification called for on the plans and in the 

specifications?  This is doubly important where the architect has lumped several 

classifications of work under one section heading of the specification.  Special attention 

should also be paid to these sub-bids on which the subcontractor has made exceptions 

by listing the items he has or has not included.   

 

When subcontract bids are extraordinarily low, the best course of action is to contact 

the subcontractor advising him of this condition and ask him to check his quotation.  

This will give him a chance to retain, revise or withdraw his figure from the bidding.  

Whatever the subcontractor decides to do, he should take the same action with all 

other general contractors who have his bid.  By notifying the subcontractor that his bid 

seems too low, the estimator is really protecting himself.  If he uses the bid in making up 

his final figures, and the subcontractor discovers a serious mistake in his estimate, he 

may refuse to take the job at the price quoted.  Then the estimate will contain a losing 

item before the work is even started.  On the other hand, if the subcontractor accepts 

the job at he low figure and then finds an error in his estimate, in many cases he will try 

to get more money for his work.  If he does not succeed, he will probably make every 

effort to reduce his cost by cutting every corner he can - using cheap materials, doing 

poor work, and in general, turning out an inferior job.  This usually results in a loss for the 

general contractor. 

 

Subcontract bids form the largest part of the estimate, usually ranging from 2/3 to ¾ of 

the total cost of the job.  This fact alone should impress you as to the importance of 

good sub coverage and accurate analysis of each quotation.  To be a successful 

contractor, having a good following of reliable subcontractors in all classifications of 

work is essential and the only way to gain this is to deal fairly with then and earn a 

reputation for doing so. 

 

When all the preceding steps are finished, the next step is the completion of the 

summary sheets set up at the beginning of the estimate.  The estimator now enters on 

the summary sheet the material and labor totals for each classification of work the 

contractor intends to do with his own forces.  He also enters the amount figured for job 

overhead and general conditions, permits, taxes and insurance.  In addition, he enters 

the amount of each sub-bid he is going to use.  All columns are totaled and cross-

totaled to arrive at the total estimated job cost. 




