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JOB-SITE INTELLIGENCE

May I Take Your Order Please?
Tips and tricks for getting job-site material when you want 
it, where you want it, and how you want it
By Dr. Heather Moore and Sydney Parvin, MCA, Inc.

D o you ever feel like a doctor 
calling for a scalpel in the criti-
cal moment of surgery — but 
without a nurse or scalpel to be 

found? Or like the race car driver who 
shows up to a pit stop with only three 
tires available for change-out? Every 
minute on every job is spoken for, and 
the fewer minutes your electricians 
spend worrying about the material, 
the more minutes can go to planning, 
prefabrication, and installation. Assum-
ing the material is locally available, this 
article will give some simple tips on 
how to order it to assure you (and your 
electricians) aren’t left stranded and 
unproductive.

Our last EC&M job-site intelligence 
article, “Who Is Calling the (Material) 
Shots?,” shared MCA’s recent research 
on job-site decision-making, highlight-
ing how the material-related decisions 
are (most of the time) left to be man-
aged by field personnel and offering 
considerations that you can put in place 

internally in the company or project to 
improve productivity.

In this article, we continue the dis-
cussion around material handling, but 
rather than looking internally at the 
decision-making, we will focus on the 

vendor-related factors that influence 
material handling on the job and strate-
gies to work externally with a vendor so 
you can get the material you need to the 
job when you want it, where you want it, 
and how you want it. Vendor sales reps 
or inside sales/order writers cannot read 

your mind (although some do a good job 
trying!), and their main interest is selling 
you the material they can look up in their 
ERP system and getting it to you ASAP. 
However, this does not guarantee you will 
have the best experience in the delivery 

and receipt of such material. Your electri-
cians need to supply the information that 
isn’t always asked for, such as:

1.	What you want
2.	When you want it
3.	How you want it
4.	Where you want it
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Every minute on every job is spoken for, 
and the fewer minutes your electricians 
spend worrying about the material, 
the more minutes can go to planning, 
prefabrication, and installation.
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The difference between a next-day 
delivery and a two-day lead time is 
a 30% or better chance that you’ll get 
what you need, according to Agile Dis-
tribution: Application of Lean Principals, 
by Dr. Perry Daneshgari, president 
and CEO of MCA, Inc. However, get-
ting to the ideal state is not as easy as 
it should be until Agile Distribution® 
becomes the norm where the distribu-
tor’s role shifts from parts suppliers to 
Integrated Material Logistics Solutions 
(IMLS®) providers. In the current state 
of the industry, your electricians, project 
managers, purchasing department, and 
dispatchers need to give the right and 
full information to their inside sales-
person at the supplier to get the right 
outcomes shown in Table 1.

When ordering material for your job, 
consider what you want, when you want 
it, how you want it, and where you want 
it to make sure you get the materials 
you need in the most efficient way for 
installation.

WHAT YOU WANT
As shown in Table 1, making sure you 
are specific when providing complete 
product information can help reduce 
potential errors later. This means being 
specific about the product name, man-
ufacturer (if there is a requirement/
preference), and quantity needed. For 
wire, this can be especially important to 
make sure you have the correct type of 
wire at the correct length.

WHEN YOU WANT IT
Being specific about when you want 
your material delivered can help make 
sure the product doesn’t arrive sooner 
than necessary. If not specified, you 
will likely get the product at the earliest 
available day and at the earliest available 
time, which may or may not work with 
your schedule. A few options for this, as 
shown in Table 1, include:

•	 As soon as possible/same day (do 
you REALLY need it that quickly?)

•	 Next day (expect 7 a.m. default 
unless you ask otherwise)

•	 Mid-morning (Between 9 a.m. 
and 11 a.m.)

•	 Afternoon (anytime after noon)
When deciding which time of day 

works best for the crew on site, consider 

Material Ordering Checklist

What you 
want

Complete product description — brand, size, color, etc.

Wire considerations — gauge/size, cut lengths, colors, pulling materials 
(heads, tape, ropes)

Substitution preference — no subs, preferred alternate

When you 
want it

ASAP/same day (do you REALLY nedd it that quickly?)
Next day (expect 7 a.m. default unless you ask otherwise)

Midmorning (between 9-11 a.m.)

Afternoon (anytime after 12 p.m.)

How you 
want it

Delivered all together or as it becomes available?

Do you want to pick it up, have it shipped by a 3rd party, or delivered by 
your vendor?

Consider specific packaging and container types in Table 2.

Where you 
want it

Delivered to the job site or your shop?

For large orders/equipment-stored/managed at the vendor facility?

Where should the truck park/unload? Any restrictions (loading dock times, 
parking limitations)?
Delivered to a specific floor/area/location of install?

Before you 
hang up Ask your salesperson to repeat it back to confirm!

Table 1. Follow these steps to ensure you have the correct materials delivered when, 
how, and where you want them.

Missing Material?

other trades’ delivery schedules, what 
your crew is working on, and if they 
need the material tomorrow or the next 
day. Following the Short Interval Sched-
uling (SIS®) approach, discussed in our 
previous EC&M article at www.ecmweb.
com/55136057, can help ensure you are 

looking ahead to get what you need on 
time and track vendor-related delays that 
may impact installation.

Planning for when you want it can 
help make sure you don’t run into the 
situation shown in Fig. 1, where a fore-
man wasn’t able to complete piping for 

Fig. 1. Make sure you avoid a situation like this, where a foreman couldn’t complete 
piping for a UPS due to missing materials.
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a UPS and found themselves with both 
a wiring/no panel and panel/no wiring 
combo, shown in Fig. 1 on page 24.

HOW YOU WANT IT
Thinking about how you want the mate-
rial to arrive is often overlooked. But it’s 
incredibly important to make sure the 
person on-site receiving and handling 
the material can identify the product 
correctly and avoid unnecessary time 
spent searching for the product or 
unpacking it.

For the order overall, clarify if you 
want the products to all come at the 
same time or as they become available. 
If they can be shipped all at the same 
time, this can help avoid daily deliver-
ies and time spent making the trip to 
the loading dock/drop-off location each 
day — but it may not always be possible 
depending on timing needs.

If you don’t specify, you may get four 
deliveries during the week with one item 
delivered at a time, creating more work 
for your crew to move material to the site 
drop-off location.

Depending on the type of product 
(lighting, miscellaneous, wire, etc.), 
check with your vendor on the options 
in Table 2 for how the product arrives 
at the job site.

WHERE YOU WANT IT
Last, but not least, it is important to 
plan where you want your material 
delivered. Do you want it delivered 
directly to the job site or the shop? 
Where do you want it on the job site? 
If you find yourself in a situation like 

the one shown in Fig. 2 — and the 
loading dock is backed up with other 
trades’ materials — you may want to 
ask your vendor about temporary stor-
age at their facility so that when it is 
delivered, there is space available for it.

Additionally, you may be able to plan 
with your vendor to specify the on-site 
location you would like your material 
delivered to, which can save your crew 
time moving your material to the point 
of installation.

In conclusion, dealing with mate-
rial issues can be time-intensive and a 
major source of waste on the job site. By 
looking at ways you can communicate 
externally with your vendor when plac-
ing your orders for material, you can 
save you and your crew time looking 
for and carting material around.	

Dr. Heather Moore is vice president of 
customer care at MCA, Inc. in Grand 
Blanc, Mich. She can be reached at 
hmoore@mca.net.

Sydney Parvin is associate data ana-
lyst at MCA, Inc. She can be reached at 
sparvin@mca.net.

How Do You Want Your Material?
Wire Lighting Miscellaneous

Small vs. large reels Fixture carts Identification (manufacturer 
box/labels, or unmarked)

Parallel reels Pipe/poles Container type — 
boxes,bins,bags

Palletized (with or 
without wheels?) Totes/containers Gang boxes/clamshells/carts 

(especially for VMI)

Loose/coiled Whips included? Labels — product labels, floor/
area labels, color coding

Jackstand needed? Protection (original packaging 
vs. individual/repacked)

Loose material  
vs. full box quantities

Market/labeled Skids Kitted with other materials

Table 2. Packaging/container considerations.

Fig. 2. It’s important to make plans on where you want material delivered to avoid 
situations like a backed-up loading dock. 




