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Excel problems in construction cost 

management 
In Spain and other countries around us, where all estimates for construction are 

realised with Presto or other cost estimate software, it is unthinkable to use Excel 

for these tasks. 

However, it is still widespread practice in other parts of the world. 

Common mistakes 

Excel is routinely reported as a source of errors that cost a lot of money in all sectors of 

industry and business. 

 

88% Spreadsheets Have Errors | FP&A Trends (fpa-trends.com) 

 

12 of the Biggest Spreadsheet Fails in History | Oracle SMB Blog 

http://www.rib-software.es/
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incisive.com/spreadsheet-error-horror-stories 

The problems arising from the use of Excel to make estimates, perform the take-off, or 

any other part of the cost management process in a construction project are added to 

the problems common to other sectors: 

• The obstacles to communication between the different actors involved  

• The difficulty in analysing, auditing, and working with data 

• The impossibility of reusing, referencing, and controlling information 

Excel is an exceptional creator of computer science immersed in organizations, that is, 

of isolated silos of knowledge, turning construction technicians into low-level computer 

technicians dedicated to reinventing the wheel. 

Excel is not a database 

Excel is an extraordinary tool for its intended use: the realization of numerical 

calculations in rows and columns and the visualization of data or results, with very 

efficient graphic resources. 

However, Excel is not a database: values can be entered without a defined structure, 

and relationships are created a posteriori. Cells and ranges can have a name, but data is 

not usually linked to them, but is based on changing references, such as row and 

column. 

On the other hand, databases can be shared and understood by the different agents 

involved, since the structure of tables and fields is prior to the introduction of the data. 

In addition, databases that meet the relational model are formal and unique 

descriptions of the model they stand for. 

When using Excel, all priority is given to the estimate calculation aspects, 

which are trivial, rather than concentrating on the content of the information, 

which is much more important. 



  

11/01/2022 RIB Spain 3 

Excel is not ready for the digital environment 

The information in an Excel sheet, although it can be understood by a human operator 

who studies it on a case-by-case basis, cannot be processed in a generalized way in a 

digital environment. A project involving numerous agents, with hundreds or thousands 

of data, requires a structured information system, in which digital systems can interact 

with each other independently of human operators. 

The difficulty in exchanging information is clear and no Excel document is free of this 

problem. No matter how strict the set of procedures established for the introduction 

and formatting of information is and the rigidity applied to follow them, Excel is not 

designed for sharing. 

Examples taken from construction estimates 

Codification 

Lack of coding or the use of incorrect or improvised coding is not a problem specific to 

Excel, but Excel stimulates it, as it does not require a reference system between 

concepts. 

When chapters are separated into Excel sheets, they may be comfortable for human 

readers, but do not serve when the information must be processed by another 

computer; for this, a hierarchical list structure is a much better solution. 

For the trades, international standards are usually applied, but in the work units Excel 

users tend to improvise encodings, based on the position, such as letters ("A", "B"...) or 

decimal numbering (1.1, 1.2...). These systems prevent fixed references between project 

elements. For example, you cannot add a new item without changing the encoding of 

existing items. 

 

Encoding error 

  

Incorrect coding makes it difficult to know if there is an error in work units "I" and "K". 
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In the following example, when the list of work units is longer than a physical page, the 

encoding from "A" is restarted again, making it even more difficult to refer to the work 

unit, since there may be several "A" work units in the same chapter. 

 

Division 3, page 1 

 

Division 3, page 2 

Text 

Excel is not a database, and neither is it a word processor. As long texts are difficult to 

manage and display in Excel, they are usually written using different cells for each line, 

which complicates the automatic export to other information systems. Excel also has no 

resources to properly format texts, such as hyphens or tabs. 

 

Text in separate cells 

Common mistakes and ad-hoc design 

Most Excel sheets are only understood by a single person, the one who designed it, and 

usually have data or auxiliary expressions that deliberately fall outside the general and 

visible structure of the sheet; when another user tries to use or change the data, this 

hidden information leads to all sorts of errors. 

Even experienced users sometimes enter lines that are mistakenly left unaffected by the 

necessary expressions, such as cells that fall outside a sum per range. 
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Personal colour codes and calculations outside the structure 

Encryptions, exceptions, and personalized behaviours, which have minor impact when 

data is processed by people, are dangerous when the information must be processed 

by digital systems. 

The difficulty of interpretation 

Many Excel documents are designed to make it easier to read human and print on 

paper, not to analyse the data. However, in the digital age, summary or simplified 

definitions are no longer necessary; the size of the information is not important, if it is 

easy to filter the data that is always needed. 

Let us look at the following example: 

 

Formally digital document that needs human interpretation 

To understand the meaning of the line "G: Columns necks", one must analyse the upper 

lines carefully. First, you must realize that it is a variant of an earlier work unit, with 

different strength. But it does not refer to the underlined line immediately above, but to 

the one above it ("F: Suspended slab"). In turn, the text is taken from the cells before 

the "C" line, where it says, "Reinforced vibrated concrete...". But this text is not enough; 

the human reader must deduce that this concrete needs sulfate-resistant cement, as 

shown in the text beginning with "SUBSTRUCTURE". 

No computer program can reconstruct this reasoning. 

In a digital environment, the right text for this unit of work would be: 
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"Columns necks. SUBSTRUCTURE (with sulfate resisting cement). Reinforced 

vibrated concrete (550 KG/cm2) with ASTM C-150 type V cement including 

formwork, reinforcement, water stops, expansion & construction joints, filler, 

additives etc. complete as described." 

The following item has the same text, except for the difference: "Circular neck 

columns...". 

Other Excel Difficulties 

Difficulty visualizing important or complex information 

• The resources of hiding rows and columns, and drop-down levels, not always 

understood by casual users, are not sufficient to visualize the hierarchical and 

complex information of construction projects. 

• Data in tabs cannot be viewed together and cannot be easily exploited. 

• If the sheet has long texts or measurements, the amount of information prevents 

you from selecting the data that needs to be viewed at a given time. 

Impossibility of n-dimensional analysis 

Excel is not a two-dimensional information system, since the first dimension, the lines, 

is occupied with the list of concepts, so there is only another one, the columns, to 

visualize the different data or values of the concept. 

In a construction project, information requires a matrix structure of two or more 

dimensions: on the one hand, trades, contracts, or packages, on the other hand, 

functional spaces, zones, or subsystems. If trades, such as chapters or CSI divisions, are 

used for the main dimension, the information for the second dimension is difficult to 

extract from the same Excel document. 

Adding a third one a temporal dimension, periodizing the data throughout the 

execution of the project, further complicates the information system. 

Presto 

Any specialized information system in the construction sector treats the problems 

mentioned above with different solutions. 

Presto has powerful resources: 

• Multidimensional information (operations, activities, calendar, approval statuses, 

building agents, etc...). 

• A fixed data structure for each agent, with a very flexible visualization 

• Free coding, but mandatory 

In addition, Presto supports many other specific options, which make it an economical 

model of a construction project, very complete, but at the same time easy to 

understand and apply. 
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Excel2Presto 

Converting Excel price tables and quotes into Presto works can be easily done using 

Excel2Presto, an Excel add-in that recognizes the data in rows and columns and 

generates the estimate to continue the work in Presto in the most effective way. 

 

Estimate in Excel with fields outside the visible sheet 

 

The same estimate imported with Excel2Presto 

Two-way communication between Presto and Excel 

Presto has other Excel import options, for example, for the comparison of offers and 

other possibilities to successfully take advantage of the potential of Excel. 

• Direct export to Excel of any Presto table or table range, including formulas, 

colours, and formats. 

 

• If the export is on existing sheets, the cells with formulas and predefined graphs 

will be applied on the exported cells, so that Excel acts as an extension of Presto 
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to take advantage of all the estimate information and generate new results, as in 

the following example of Earned Value graphs. 

 

• Support for Presto expressions in Excel sheets that have access to all estimate 

data and are automatically filled, for example, to generate a custom summary or 

certification sheet.  

 

 

Two-way communication allows you to use each program within its most 

effective scope, in the same way that Presto information is integrated with 

other Microsoft Office tools, such as Word and Project, and many other 

programs. 


