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The Electronic Office: Economic Productivity

by BETH WILLIS

Executive Director

Washington Council

American Institute of Architects

The key consideration, the
bottom line, in office management
for the 1980's is greater efficiency.
In today's office the cost of
operation is rising faster than any
other segment of business.
Several factors contribute to the
current 12-15% annual increase.
Among these are the impact of
rising energy prices on office
space and the general effect of
inflation on office expenses.
However, two factors predominate:
the cost of labor and overall
productivity.

The primary product of the
office is information, with most of
the work performed by office
personnel related to processing
and communicating of information.
Productivity produces paper,
increased productivity results in
increased paper, requiring
increased copying equipment and
increased personnel time. Paper is
still considered the basic medium
for recording, storing, moving and
communicating information. And it
is the most expensive medium in
itself and in its use. As the
demand for information increases,
management must adjust by
increasing productivity while
holding office costs down.

A reasonable solution is to
introduce tools and techniques
which improve the productivity
and efficiency of office workers
without adding personnel or
expense. The tools are available
and the savings are increasingly
attractive. However, the avenue

leading to success in meeting
specific office needs is often
confusing. A comprehensive plan
should be developed which
addresses the impact of
technology on the behavior of
personnel and productivity as well

as the elements of the technology.

The plan should search for
technology which streamlines the
processing and communicating of
information. The addition of
another employee at an estimated
$12,000 annually plus 17% for
FICA, unemployment compensa-
tion, industrial insurance and
health benefits could well be
unnecessary. At today's prices,
this sum would purchase a word
processor which will go on
working year after year at no
increased cost.

In the development of an
updated office, word processing is
a major consideration. The
economy of word processing
versus typewriters cannot be
challenged. The time savings are
substantial for personalized
multiple letter duplicating, editing,
membership updating, letter
recipient selecting, coding and
counting. The use of a screen

facilitates in editing and positioning.

The benefits of using word
processing are highly evident and
well accepted.

Computers are integral parts of
a business operation. They
provide an electronic time savings
opportunity to gather, manipulate,
record, summarize and report on
large volumes of data. As the
future approaches, the electronic
office will be a standard part of
business. Every office will have a
computer capable of manipulating
storing, and moving information
under programmed control. Micro-

computers such as the computer
in a briefcase will travel with
management and provide instant
access to data banks at the home
office and to personnel throughout
the nation. With complimenting
terminals — printers,
memorandums, newsletters,
reports, agendas, budgets and
quick action requests can be
instantly transmitted to dozens of
sites.

Expanded microprocessing
computers may begin to replace
people. Formally called robots,
these highly sophisticated
mechanical electro-optical
computers can already perform
minor custodial services such as
vacuuming and polishing and can
define their own boundaries to
move back and forth in office
hallways to function as mail drops
and message centers. For
example, the robot micromouse
named Midight Special, (The
Futurist, December, 1979), a
microprocessor developed by
Pacific Northwest Laboratories of
Battelle, projects beams of
infrared light from its base to five
arms extending from its body.
When an obstruction such as a
wall interrupts any of the beams,

(continued on page 14)
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The AIA Computer-Based Financial Management Service

by G. NEIL HARPER*

The need for improved
management procedures in
architectural practice has been
recognized for many years. In the
last few years, the need has become
critical, as the profession faces
increasing demands for broader
scope services from clients,
climbing overhead rates, high
interest rates, changing technology,
and increasing competition. Indeed,
more effective management will be
essential for firms to remain viable in
the 1980's.

Dr. Harper is President of Harper and
Shuman, Inc. Harper and Shurman, Inc.
serves as National Administrator of CFMS
services, and assists firms in all aspects of
CFMS installation and operation
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One response to this need for
improved management techniques
has been the development, by the
AlA, of a comprehensive Financial
Management System, comprised
of the following five elements:

1. Financial Management for

Architects

A book which provides an
overview of all aspects of
financial management for
architectural practice.

2. Standardized Accounting for
Architects
An introduction to
accounting procedures, with
emphasis on manual
techniques for the very
small office.

3. The Computer-based
Financial Management
Service
A nation-wide service
providing state-of-the-art
technology and assistance
in automated management
systems.

4. Compensation Guidelines
for Architectural and
Engineering Services
A manual of procedures and
worksheets for developing
equitable compensation
based on specified scope of
services.

5. Time Data Bank
A plan and format for
collecting statistics on
completed projects.

The Computer-based Financial
Management Service (CFMS') is
the operational component of the
overall system, and serves nearly
two hundred firms nationwide.
Firms range in size from 10
employees to over 500
employees. For firms with simple
requirements, CFMS offers basic
project budgeting and cost control
reports. For more complex needs,
CFMS choices are extensive. A

simplified overview of CFMS
capabilities is provided in the
following lists:

Input Documents

Time Sheet

Cash Transactions
Accruals

Budgets

Billing Information

Output Reports

Project Control Reports
Accounting Journals
General Ledger
Payroll

Financial Statements
Automated Billing
Time Analysis
Accounts Receivable
Projects Profitability
Audit Trails

Examples of two output reports
are shown in the accompanying
figures. The Project Progress
Report is designed to monitor the
progress on a project by
comparing hours and dollars
actually spent with the amounts
budgeted. All components of
project expenses are included:
labor, indirect (overhead), direct,
and reimbursable costs. The
report thus presents compre-
hensive cost data, budgetary
comparisons, and summary
financial data for the timely and
efficient management of all
projects.

The Time Analysis Report
shows the effective utilization of
each employee on direct project
assignments. The report also
shows, both for the current period
and for the year to date, the total

'Trademark applied for. General
technology of CFMS is jointly owned by
Harper and Shuman, Inc., and Production
Systems for Architects & Engineers, Inc., a
wholly-owned subsidiary of The American
Institute of Architects
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indirect hours and how those

indirect hours have been charged f

to overhead activities.
CFMS operates on a large scale
national time-sharing computer
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processing services for firms
without equipment or trained
personnel. Thus, a firm may
choose to prepare its own input
and print its own reports on in-
house equipment, or it can send

ﬂ‘/md/ a%bo

all its processing to the central
office for complete processing.

Firms interested in finding out
more about CFMS may direct their
inquiries to:
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“Going Bare” and Professional Liability Loss Prevention

by JAMES V, ATKINS

Since uninsured design profes-
sionals have the greatest need for
professional liability loss
prevention, the following
recommendations, which
appeared in the February 1981
issue of PSMJ, are for firms
without professional liability
insurance.

1. Install specific quality control
procedures in your firm to
make sure your drawings go
out in good shape. One L.A.
principal pays a contractor
to review all projects before
they go to bid and finds that
the cost is less than
insurance. He says that in
many cases he can even bill
the review to the client as a
reimbursable.

2. Use only standard contracts
such as those published by
AlA & ACEC, but make two
significant changes. First,
cross out the arbitration
clause which can severely
reduce your ability to defend
claims and completely elim-
inates your right of appeal.
Second, attempt to negotiate a
“limit of liability” clause into all
contracts which limits your
exposure to just your fee.

3. If not already doing so,
begin to use Masterspec,
Tech Spec or any other
national specification service
as the basis for your specifi-
cations. Updates provided with
these services are the result
of problems uncovered else-
where and may save you a
claim.

4. Intensify your use of standard
details which work, and avoid
“testing” new concepts.

NORTHWEST ARCHITECTURE

5. Improve your methods of docu-

menting project decisions.

6. Send all your staff to loss
prevention seminars regularly.

7. Associate yourself with a good
attorney who know the profes-
sional design business (check
references) so you can have
someone to talk to about any
specific item before taking a
risk.

8. Immediately begin to set aside
a reserve for possible future
claims. Congress already has
betfore it a bill which would
allow this reserve to be tax
deductible, so PSMJ recom-
mends that you also write
your congressman in favor of
it.

9. Plan to get out of institutional
and governmental work where
most clients require insurance.

10. Divest yourself of all personal
assets so that if you are sued,
you won't lose everything
you've got. This means putting
the house, car, stocks, etc. in
the name of your wife or kids.

The first six of the above
recommendations are also
applicable to insured firms.

Jim Atkins is the President of Hurley,
Atkins & Stewart, Inc., Insurance Brokers.
He has specialized in Professional Liability
insurance for architects and engineers for
the past 18 years.
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Management of the Professional Office

by HELEN J. TIMM,
Vice President, National

Architectural Secretaries Association

To manage an office, there
must first be a plan or program
formulated by management, with
the assistance of support
personnel. There is no such thing
as one right way to accomplish a
goal. Decisions should be made,
taking into consideration that
which is desirable for that
particular office. Decisions should
be recorded regarding the plan
because it is very easy to forget,
or to remember them as
presented differently by different
people in an office. An office
manual is the obvious choice for
such a record. The Architectural
Secretaries Association has such
a manual (ASA Handbook) in
beginning form. It is designed in
such a manner as to be added to
by each individual office so that it
then becomes that office’s
manual.

Decisions must be made
regarding project promotion, office
philosophy, employee status,
telephone procedures, format for
letters, memo's, and general
methods for handling routine
correspondence, ordering
supplies, filing procedures and
many other routine matters. These
decisions are not engraved in
stone. When it becomes evident
that a policy is not working, or not
accurately reflecting the office
image, it is time for revisions.

The office philosophy must not
only reflect the thinking of the
Principal(s), but must also be
comfortable for the staff to
implement. Courtesy and empathy
for each and every member of the
staff, everyone that walks in the
door, those who write to your firm,
and those who call you on the
phone is of prime importance.
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How this is to be carried out
should be defined in the manual.

Project promotion should not be
a shotgun approach. It should be
carefully determined just exactly
what type of project the office has
particular strengths and is
interested in. Sometimes it is
necessary to design projects that
are outside of the particular
expertise of the staff which often
leads to new interest and skills. In
general, it is more productive to
concentrate your time, money and
effort on proven expertise.

No longer is it possible for a
design firm to depend upon clients
walking in off the street. Now there
must be an organized,
professional staff person capable
of doing proposals and promotion
work. Is it in the best interest of
the firm to use the valuable time
of a highly qualified professional to
do this sort of job? Is it financially
feasible? If not, it stands to reason
that one of the updated skills that
a good architectural secretary
should acquire be related to
promotional work.

What happens to the product
literature library? Who keeps it
updated? It is very embarrassing
for an architect to receive a call
from a contractor telling of the
impossibility of obtaining a
specified item due to the fact that
the manufacturer went out of
business five years ago. Product
libraries are in essence another
form of filing. The secretary who
is knowledgeable with the firm's
particular format for specifications,
and has contrived a system of
updating is very capable of
keeping that library.

Speaking of filing, there are
many fine systems available.

Efficient filing is again a matter of
choices, then sticking to a strict
schedule of when to file. The very
nature of the design discipline
office makes it prone to ‘time flow'
problems. Fortunately, when the
support personnel are at their very
busiest (specs/proposals), the
flow of outgoing correspondence
is of necessity reduced.

Job cost accounting can make
the difference between making a
profit or going in the hole. With a
good system, the principal can
look at records of past similar
projects and determine the
necessary fees required for future
projects.

Looking at a few of the needed
skills for support personnel, it is
necessary for a dedicated
secretary to have more than the
traditional skills. Where are these
skills acquired? On the job
responsibility often leads to
increase of skills, but continuing
education is required too. Some of
it can be obtained in evening
classes, and some by talking to
other secretaries in similar jobs.
The Architectural Secretaries
Association is dedicated to
furthering the education of its
membership. The list of skills
needed for a well run office is
endless. Individual ASA chapters
build their meetings around
educating their members. The
national education committee has
created workshops available for
use by any ASA chapter. They
also plan and implement programs
held at their annual conventions.
ASA is dedicated to assist those
who are interested in a
professional, efficient and well
managed office.
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The Computer/Word Processor — A Time-Saving Office Ally

When time is money . . . man-
power means dollars . . . accuracy
is essential . . . promptness is a
customer key . . . think
computer/word processing
systems. The electronic age has
moved the small computer from
the game room to the office with
significant improvements in office
productivity. They are not the
wave of the future — they are
here.

Stuart Thornton, manager of
Digital's Computer Store in Seattle,
says the professional office is
rapidly discovering the effective-
ness of a system that permits job
costing, handles accounts
payable, accounts receivable,
payroll, maintains data files,
produces construction reports,
estimates, updates and inserts
change orders on any given
project, and even handles
correspandence,

For example, Thornton says,
“Firms must create and maintain
large specification volumes on
active projects. Not only are
changes frequently made, but
copies are often requested for
review and bidding purposes. A
word processing system allows
immediate changes or corrections
to any portion of a document
which, in turn, immediately
updates the entire volume
without re-typing. Using the 'list
processsing’ feature of Digital's
word processing system, new
copies of the specifications can
be quickly addressed and sent to
any parties desired since their
names and addresses are also
maintained on the system.”

While the words “computer” and
“word processing” connotate to
many a maze of machines that
are difficult to learn, the truth of
the matter is that modern
computers hide their complexity
from the user, many systems

NORTHWEST ARCHITECTURE

come pre-programmed ready for price tags seen as recently as one
use, and operators experience year ago. This has made in-house
little difficulty in becoming systems extremely cost efficient in
proficient because today's professional offices.
computers "prompt” the operator. Digital Equipment Corporation, a
To further assist customers, $2.5 billion company, is the largest
Digital's Computer Store offers mini-computer manufacturer in the
training classes and also conducts  world. Digital has 25 retail stores
refresher courses as needed for nationwide with more to open in
new employees. the near future. The computer
Cost savings is the key. Not stores were opened to bring the
only does office production experience and products of a
increase significantly, but prices large company to the smaller
have fallen dramatically in recent business and professional office.
years. Thornton notes that Their systems also work in a
complete computer systems now timeshare environment with CFMS

start in the 85,000 to $8,000 range offered by Harper and Shuman.
instead of the $10,000 to $15,000
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