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tem (GPS) capabilities, so the company 
can track crew members’ whereabouts.

After kicking off this workforce 
management approach in May 2008, 
Landis is looking forward to seeing 
how the software helps the company 
manage overhead. From the start, 
more streamlined time-sheet manage-
ment was evident. “The software goes 
right into our accounting software,” Landis 
says, noting that the company used paper 
time sheets before Xora. “There are so many 
inherent problems with that kind of setup,” he 
says. “We’d have to chase people down when 
we didn’t get their time sheet or it was incom-
plete, and then physically transfer all of the 
information into the computer.”

Moreover, the GPS component lets the 

company see the location of each crew mem-
ber in real time, and helps confirm workers’ 
hours. Though Landis says there’s some 
concern about the “big brother” effect of 
employee tracking, the benefits outweigh the 
risks. “We had no way to verify if everyone 
was on the job when they were supposed to 
be,” he says. “The new phone-based software 
puts their time sheet right in front of them, 

so they can clock in and out, and we can also 
see their location on the map. We had been 
seeing our overhead go up, and we’ve chosen 
these tools to help us get a handle on that.” 

To roll out the new technology, the company 
invested in rugged new phones for each crew 
member who would be using the software and 
tried it on just a couple of phones to get started. 
Once the initial users were comfortable, train-

ing sessions were held for the rest of 
the crews. “We emphasized the ease 
of the program and the time it would 
save,” Landis says. “We’re looking for-
ward to seeing the long-term results.” 

serve it up
Landis also touts the benefits of another 
office tech advantage: networked com-
puters with a shared server. “Having 
the computers networked together lets 
us keep the design side and the con-
struction side linked in,” he says. This 
is something remodeler David Merrick 
is familiar with. His company, Merrick 
Design and Build, in Kensington, Md., 
uses Microsoft’s SharePoint Server to 
keep everyone connected.

“When the phone rings and new 
lead comes in, the first thing we do is 
open SharePoint,” Merrick says. “Our 
entire sales process is handled and 
tracked there because we could cus-
tomize it with our own lists.” 

For example, Merrick has Share-
Point set up to show him, at a glance, 
the status of any project on the com-
pany’s calendar, the dollar volume of 
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Overseas Solution

L inda Gridley is a self-proclaimed 
“Internet chick.” Her Silicon Valley-

area company has grown up with tech-
nology, so e-mail is second nature. So is 
spam. “Most of the time, I just go through 
and delete all the unsolicited messages,” 
says the president of Gridley Co., in 
Campbell, Calif. Thankfully, one recent 
message piqued her interest before it was 
relegated to the virtual circular file. 

“We had a job come up with the his-
torical society that involved both house 
plans and landscape plans, and we 
needed some renderings,” Gridley says. 
She knew it would take her team too 
long to generate the renderings, “so we 
outsourced it to China.” 

To be sure, Gridley notes that she 
did not outsource the design of the proj-
ect — just the 3-D rendering of plans 
finished by her in-house team. This was 
after some due diligence on her part to 
learn more about the company Gems-

Studio Shanghai. “I had been getting 
some e-mails from them and we took 
a look at their Web site and contacted 
them for examples of the work they do,” 
Gridley says. 

Satisfied with what Gems-Studio had 
to offer, and despite the long distance, 
Gridley gave the service the green light. 
The turnaround time and small monetary 
investment were big selling points, she 
says. Once the plans were e-mailed 
to China, two sets of renderings were 
turned around in 5 days for $600. “It 
would have taken us two weeks and 
thousands of dollars,” Gridley says. 
“They work around the clock, so it was 
fast and we didn’t have to pay anything 
until they were done. It was a really pio-
neering project without being high-risk.” 

Would she use the service again? 
“Definitely,” Gridley says, especially for 
complicated projects or for high-end cli-
ents who would benefit from having 3-D 
renderings as visual representations of 
their project. —L.H.

Three-dimensional renderings, like this one created by Vision Remodeling using Chief Architect, 
let clients walk through their remodeled homes before the project even begins.
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each project, and where leads are com-
ing from. Beyond creating customized 
workflows, Merrick says server-based 
SharePoint is closely connected with 
Outlook e-mail, letting users save e-mail 
messages to a central repository and 
keep documents in a common location.

“Many people will use spreadsheets 
for the same purposes as what we’re 
doing here,” Merrick says. “But having 
everything server-based has a lot of ben-
efits — most importantly: there’s only 
ever one version of the data. We can all 
access the server at the same time, and 
if I add or change something, it’s reflected on 
everyone’s screen as soon as they refresh.” 

Also, because it’s so closely connected with 
Outlook, the firm can keep a master calendar of 
everyone’s meetings and events and not worry 
about scheduling meetings over one another. 

Moreover, with files backed up off-site, 
Merrick identifies an implied insurance 
policy that accompanies server-based work 
processes. “The files don’t actually reside on 
the computer, so if any of our workstations 
crashed, we’d still retain the information on 
the off-site server,” Merrick says. “That’s 
how businesses should be set up — worksta-
tions shouldn’t host data.” 

Merrick remembers an industry friend 
who lost all of his company’s com-
puter equipment to a fire. With 
project information stored on 
a server, the company had 
to replace the machines but 
didn’t have to worry about 
recreating all of the proj-
ect documentation. 

keyboards  
vs. clients
Besides servers, cell 
phones, and flat screens, 
other opportunities to 
incorporate technology 
into the remodeling 

workflow include software, digital cameras, 
interactive Web sites, and more. Some such 
tools help remodelers work more efficiently, 
and some make it possible to run a whole job 
over e-mail. After all, in-person client meet-
ings only slow things down, right? 

Not so, says Linda Gridley, owner of Grid-
ley Co., in Campbell, Calif. Like Polifka, Grid-
ley presents clients with virtual walk-throughs 
of their plans. She’s also beginning to use a 
new software that will let the company esti-
mate a bathroom in all of five minutes. These 
approaches let designers make presentations 
quickly, but she recognizes that this could 
come at the expense of client interaction. 

“Everything depends on the cli-
ent — you have to go their 

speed,” Gridley says. “That 
was a mistake we made 
early on. We could fin-
ish the design, make 
the presentation in 90 
minutes, and have a 
contract and a pen 
ready for them. That 
really put them off.” 

Now, even with 
speed and techno-
logical advances, 
Gridley says that the 

company’s focus is to 
let people know what 

they’re buying and how the company is going 
to solve their problems. 

Polifka agrees. “We want people to leave 
our offices feeling confident in the direction 
we’re going and in the company they’ve cho-
sen,” he says. “So beyond the technology, we 
try to make them feel comfortable during our 
presentations. There’s a hospitality aspect, like 
offering clients a bottle of water when they 
walk in the door, that lets them know what this 
relationship is going to be like down the road.” 

Vision Remodeling also uses video testi-
monials on the company Web site — another 
aspect of technology that helps the firm dis-
tinguish itself from competitors while help-
ing clients understand what they’re getting 
for their remodeling dollar.

Inside the office, Landis identifies some 
extra expenses involved in maintaining a tech-
nology, but says that the investment is worth 
the benefits. “Even with your basic comput-
ers and servers, there’s server maintenance to 
consider, upgrades, adding memory, backing 
up files, and security issues,” he says. “But 
even with all that, it’s not more trouble than it’s 
worth. The ability to pass documents around 
so easily and send them out quickly really 
makes our workflow more efficient.” R 
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Find a slide show of products mentioned 
here, along with other office technology 
products, at www.remodelingmag.com/
webextras. 
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Communication comes in different forms. For remodeler David Merrick, server-based SharePoint, 
shown here on screen, keeps staff updated. Landis Construction uses cell phone–based Xora (below).


