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Executive Summary 
Transactional estimating is vital in the construction and renovation sectors, providing precise 
financial assessments that inform project planning and decision-making. Unlike ongoing project 
management, which involves continuous oversight throughout the construction phase, 
transactional estimating delivers detailed cost evaluations within a defined scope and timeframe. 
This paper discusses the nuances of transactional estimating, highlighting the importance of 
matching the type of estimator—General or specialized—to the specific needs of a project. 

General estimators offer broad versatility but may lack the depth required for complex projects. In 
contrast, specialized estimators, such as Quantity Surveyors and Preconstruction Estimators, 
provide focused expertise that aligns closely with project goals. The paper outlines the 
responsibilities of various estimator types, including their roles in material quantification, labor 
estimation, and bid preparation, while differentiating between owner-focused estimating and 
general contractor perspectives. By understanding these dynamics, stakeholders can select the 
appropriate estimator to ensure accuracy and alignment with project objectives. 

Introduction 
Transactional estimating is a critical function in the construction and renovation industry, providing 
precise financial insights that guide projects from concept to reality (Cohen, 2020). Unlike ongoing 
project management, which persists throughout the build phase, transactional estimating focuses 
on delivering detailed cost assessments within a defined scope. This discipline concludes when the 
estimate is provided, emphasizing accuracy, adaptability, and a deep understanding of the project’s 
financial landscape. 

Understanding Transactional Estimating 
Transactional estimating refers to creating comprehensive cost estimates that encompass all 
aspects of a construction project, with the estimator's involvement ending once the estimate is 
delivered (Smith, 2021). This type of estimating requires a focused approach, as it directly 
influences early-stage decision-making and financial planning. It differs from continuous cost 
management, where adjustments and re-estimations occur as the project progresses. Instead, 
transactional estimators must produce a final, accurate estimate within a limited timeframe. 

The Importance of Matching Estimator Type to Project Needs 
Selecting the right estimator for a project is crucial due to the varied skill sets and focuses each 
type of estimator brings. The choice between a General Estimator and specialized estimators can 
significantly impact the accuracy and effectiveness of cost estimates (Jones, 2022). 

• General Estimators: These professionals offer broad versatility and are capable of handling 
a wide range of estimating tasks across different project types. Their strength lies in their 
ability to provide a comprehensive overview of project costs. However, they are not 
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specialists in any single area, which can lead to a lack of depth in specific aspects of the 
estimate. To ensure all project aspects are thoroughly covered, it is essential to provide 
General Estimators with a clear and explicit set of responsibilities and requirements. This 
helps mitigate the risk of overlooking critical details (Brown, 2019). 

• Specialized Estimators: In contrast, specialized estimators, such as Quantity Surveyors or 
Preconstruction Estimators, offer in-depth expertise in specific areas of estimating. For 
example, Quantity Surveyors are adept at material quantification and cost estimation, while 
Preconstruction Estimators excel in early-stage cost analysis and feasibility assessments. 
Their specialized knowledge aligns closely with either the Owner’s strategic goals or the 
General Contractor’s operational focus. This ensures a high level of accuracy and precision, 
as every detail is meticulously accounted for based on their area of expertise. 

As a transactional organization, our role is to work with the information provided by clients, aiming 
to fully understand the requirements and deliver accurate estimates. While we seek to comprehend 
the needs thoroughly, we do not question the rationale behind specific client requests. Instead, our 
focus is on ensuring that the estimates we provide meet the project’s needs as defined, based on 
the type of estimator best suited for the task. 

Types of Estimators and Their Responsibilities 
1. Quantity Surveyor/Cost Estimator 

o Material Quantification: Accurately calculate the quantities of materials needed 
based on detailed takeoffs from architectural and engineering drawings, ensuring 
alignment with the Owner's budget and project scope. 

o Labor Estimation: Estimate the labor required for various construction tasks using 
industry standards and historical data to effectively plan the workforce and manage 
costs. 

o Equipment Estimation: Determine the necessary equipment and associated costs 
for each project phase, ensuring efficient allocation of the Owner's financial 
resources. 

o Cost Estimation: Provide a detailed breakdown of costs associated with materials, 
labor, and equipment, ensuring comprehensive coverage and transparency for the 
Owner throughout the project. 

2. Preconstruction Estimator 

o Early Stage Estimation: Develop initial estimates based on preliminary designs and 
project concepts, providing the Owner with a financial framework for early decision-
making. 
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o Feasibility Assessment: Conduct cost analysis to determine if the project is 
financially viable, focusing on construction costs and potential challenges 
impacting the Owner's investment. 

o Preliminary Cost Analysis: Offer a broad estimate that guides project direction and 
informs key decisions before final designs are completed, ensuring the Owner is 
aware of potential costs early in the process. 

o Conceptual Estimation: Estimate costs based on conceptual plans, providing the 
Owner with an early financial snapshot that assists in planning and resource 
allocation. 

3. Design Estimator 

o Design-Based Estimation: Calculate costs based on design drawings and 
specifications provided by architects and designers, ensuring estimates reflect the 
Owner's vision and design intent. 

o Material Specification Estimation: Estimate costs for materials specified in the 
design, considering quality, availability, and alignment with the Owner’s 
expectations. 

o Collaborative Estimation: Work closely with design documents to ensure 
estimates accurately reflect the design intent, focusing on translating designs into 
cost estimates that meet the Owner's requirements. 

o Cost Matching to Design: Ensure estimated costs align with the project’s design, 
maintaining the quality and specifications desired by the Owner without 
unnecessary compromises. 

4. Bid Estimator 

o Bid Preparation: Develop estimates for competitive bids, focusing on accurately 
calculating costs based on finalized plans to meet the Owner’s budgetary 
constraints and expectations. 

o Subcontractor Quote Analysis: Review and analyze subcontractor quotes to 
incorporate them into the overall bid estimate, ensuring the Owner receives 
competitive and accurate pricing. 

o Proposal Costing: Prepare cost estimates included in bid proposals, ensuring all 
elements are priced to meet the Owner's goals and contribute to winning the 
project. 

o Time-Sensitive Estimation: Provide fast and accurate cost estimates to meet 
bidding deadlines, ensuring the Owner's project remains on schedule. 

5. General Estimator 
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o Versatile Estimating: Handle a wide range of estimating tasks for different types of 
projects, whether small renovations or large builds, offering the Owner a flexible and 
comprehensive service. 

o All-Encompassing Estimation: Cover various trades and aspects of construction in 
a single estimate, providing the Owner with a broad view of project costs, ensuring 
nothing is overlooked. 

o Quick Adaptation: Offer quick adjustments to estimates when project 
requirements change during the estimating phase, ensuring the Owner’s needs are 
met without delay. 

o Multi-Disciplinary Estimation: Incorporate different trades and construction 
practices into a single comprehensive estimate, ensuring all aspects are considered 
and aligned with the Owner’s project goals. 

Differentiating Owner-Focused Estimating from General Contractor 
Perspectives 
While the responsibilities outlined above are tailored to the needs of Owners, it's important to note 
that estimators working for General Contractors (GCs) approach these tasks from a different 
perspective. GCs focus on executing construction tasks with an emphasis on cost efficiency, 
schedule management, and profitability. For instance, a GC’s estimator may prioritize finding the 
lowest-cost suppliers or optimizing labor use to maximize profit margins, whereas an Owner-
focused estimator is more concerned with ensuring the project aligns with the overall budget, 
design intent, and long-term value for the Owner (White, 2021). 

This distinction underscores the importance of selecting the right type of estimator for your project, 
ensuring their focus aligns with your goals and that they bring the expertise necessary to meet your 
specific needs. 

The Role of a General Estimator in a Transactional Organization 
In a transactional organization, where the role of the estimator ends with the delivery of the 
estimate, the General Estimator’s versatility becomes both a strength and a challenge. While they 
can handle a broad range of tasks, from quantity takeoffs to bid preparation, they are not 
specialists. This "jack of all trades, master of none" dynamic means that without clear and explicit 
responsibilities, there is a risk of overlooking critical details (Brown, 2019). Therefore, it is crucial to 
provide them with a comprehensive and well-defined scope of work. 

Furthermore, as a transactional organization, our role is to work with the information provided by 
the client. While we ask questions to fully understand the requirements, it is not our role to 
question the client's decisions or the rationale behind their requests. Our expertise lies in executing 
the estimating process efficiently and effectively, ensuring that our clients receive reliable and 
timely cost assessments. 
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Conclusion 
Transactional estimating plays a vital role in the construction and renovation industry, offering 
critical financial insights that guide project planning and decision-making. Selecting the right type 
of estimator—whether a specialized estimator or a General Estimator—is essential to ensure that 
estimates are accurate, comprehensive, and aligned with project goals. Understanding the different 
responsibilities and perspectives of estimators helps in matching the right expertise to the project 
needs, ultimately contributing to successful project outcomes (Smith, 2021).  
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