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JOB-SITE INTELLIGENCE

Streamlining Construction
Procurement: Strategies for 
Effective Material Management
Design a process of procurement (PoP) that allows your 
construction org to effectively plan work, manage labor, 
procure materials, and more.
By Jennifer Daneshgari and Dr. Heather Moore, MCA, Inc.

Wouldn’t you love to have 
a secret decoder ring for 
the process of procure-
ment (PoP)? It’s much 

more than simply purchasing material. 
It spans across management and the 
project team as well as the full project. 
Having a system within your company 
that easily incorporates digitalization, 
commonization, and interconnection 
of information across your project 
reminds you of your next steps and 
deadlines, and monitors/highlights 
cash management activities. The steps 
in the PoP, as shown in the Figure on 
page 16, are:

•	 Having a procurement plan
•	 Building a procurement schedule
•	 Job delivery
•	 Job material movement  

	 and management
•	 Returns
•	 Lessons learned and post-mortem
Running a project requires planning 

the work, managing the labor, procur-
ing materials, managing subcontractors, 
and confirming you have the right 
equipment and tools while negotiat-
ing between other trades and typically 
working with the general contractor or 
construction manager to negotiate the 
schedule and hit the dates required. Like 
a full project schedule, it’s important to 
build your own procurement schedule 
with links to the deadlines for when you 
must do submittals, get releases, and 
plan for lead times and deliveries to the 
job site. While this accounts for much 

of the spend on your projects, managing 
labor and how they spend their time is 
another large component of your profit-
ability. In the space between procuring 
the material and doing the actual instal-
lation, there is the material management 
phase of the project.

 

MATERIAL HANDLING: WHAT IS 
IT, AND WHO IS DOING IT?

Material handling is much more than 
simply ordering and receiving. Mate-
rial handling, by definition, based on 
a study done by MCA, Inc. for Electri 
International, formerly Electri21, can 
be as much as 40% of an electrician’s 
time. Recognizing all the items involved 
in material handling that impact your 
labor productivity and your project’s 

profitability is shown in Table on page 
16. This includes:

•	 Ordering (whether it’s a call to 
your inside sales, done by the project 
team, or the prefab shop, done online, 
with a material request form). Are you 
doing it daily or weekly?

•	 Receiving (at the job site, at the 
warehouse, in the office, etc.). Planning 
this is a large portion of Step 3 of the PoP.

•	 Waiting (for someone to answer 
your call or the delivery truck to come).

•	 Unloading (think of how many 
people it takes to unload the truck and 
what happens if you have to pull your 
crew off to do this).

•	 Sorting (through the delivery that 
likely has many items mixed in boxes or 
individual boxes needing to be opened 
to confirm everything is there).
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Process of Procurement

Procurement 
Plan

Procurement 
Schedule Job Delivery Returns

Management 
Planning  
Functions

Project Team  
Planning Functions

Job Material 
Movement and 
Management

Project Team  
Management Functions

Lessons 
Learned and 
Post-Mortem

STEP 1 STEP 2 STEP 3 STEP 4 STEP 5 STEP 6
•	 Identify risks
		  —Business risks
		  —Integration risk
		  —Technology risk
•	 Selection of partner
•	 Kickoff meeting
		  —Superintendent
		  —Contract Mgr.
		  —Purchasing
		  —Vendor
		  —Tools
		  —Safety
•	 Material  
	 management  
	 meeting
		  —Bill of materials
		  —Special handling

•	 Get overall schedule
		  —	Completeness
		  —	Changers
•	 Develop job strategy
		  —	Communication 
			   with GC/owner
•	 Factor in lead time  
	 for materials
		  —Completeness
		  —Changes

•	 Understand dates 
	 and times
•	 Specific delivery 
	 location 
	 understanding
•	 Appropriate  
	 vehicle and equip.  
	 notification
•	 Proper notice 
	 of delivery
•	 Proper ID of what  
	 is delivered
•	 Backorders or 
	 undeliverables 
	 immediately 
	 communicated 
	 to field
•	 Field notification 
	 of obstacles  
	 or site changes  
	 to vendor
•	 Weekly feedback or  
	 critique of both  
	 what went right  
	 and wrong

•	 Assume the “how  
	 it gets delivered is  
	 correct”
•	 Prepare the location 
	 for transport
•	 Be specific — 
	 communicate needs
•	 Be realistic based 
	 on site conditions
•	 Make sure vendor is  
	 properly equipped
		  —	1 vs. 2 people
		  —	Racks,  
			   pallet jacks
		  —	Lift gates, 
			   open trucks
Risks:
•	 How to deal  
	 with delays
•	 Changing site  
	 conditions
•	 Emergency orders

•	 Sort/count
•	 Document  
	 (in standard form)—  
	 inform PM
•	 Field schedules  
	 pick-up
•	 Vendor schedule  
	 appropriate 
	 manpower
•	 Communicate credit 
	 amount to PM
•	 Verification of 
	 credit from vendor 
	 (terms of return)
Risks:
•	 Who is responsible 
	 for sorting?
•	 When/how should  
	 returns happen?

•	 Must be continuous 
	 and ongoing 
	 communication
•	 Supervision 
	 peer groups
• How well did the  
	 plan work? Pluses  
	 and minuses
•	 Increased trust to  
	 encourage feedback  
	 and learning
•	 Share on  
	 organization level
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•	 Moving to accommodate job site 
(you have your location on the job site 
where you’re storing things, but you 
have to move to the installation loca-
tion, or move your laydown area when 
the job progresses).

•	 Returns (MCA, Inc.’s research 
shows that the main reason for returns 
is overordering, which can be caused by 
finding/moving material on the job site).

•	 Delivery mistakes (no one’s perfect).
•	 Dealing with damages (items or-

dered early that get shuffled or actual 
issues with damage from the manufac-
turer, vendor, or distributor).

•	 Storing material that will be used 
later (linked to moving to accommodate 
the job site, early ordering can cause 
issues like noted above, such frequent 
movement or issues with the elements).

Recognizing what’s involved in mate-
rial management will allow your team 
to work on tasks where they can excel. 
Per Step 1 in the PoP, it’s also impor-
tant to consider asking your vendor 
partners to support you. The key isn’t 
in the labor rate; it’s in the productive 
installation hours of the highly skilled 
employee. Both employees will work all 
day and will work hard; however, you’ll 
gain minimal revenue and billing from 
a lesser-skilled person moving mate-
rial in contrast to what you can achieve 
by having the highly skilled electrician 
complete installation tasks. Highly 
trained and highly experienced elec-
tricians don’t want to spend their days 
moving material; they want to be doing 
electrical work. Build on/accelerate the 
support of your highly skilled labor 

doing what they’re best at, love to do, 
and are trained for! Keeping your teams 
working on installation is key.

SHOULD WE BUY MORE OFTEN?
The simple answer is no! To reduce 
material management/handling on job 
sites, focus on ordering materials that 
you need now. While electrical distribu-
tors are happy to take your order and are 
likely to even deliver it to you daily, this 
isn’t the most efficient process for spe-
cialty trade contractors. MCA’s research 
shows that about three days’ worth of 
material on the job site is the “right” 
amount. Frequent deliveries can slow 
you down. They create constant disrup-
tions from unloading, sorting, checking, 
and staging. 

Why? Because, as you know, job sites 

There are eight steps in the process of procurement.
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and job progress are constantly chang-
ing in the construction industry. No 
matter how hard we try, we can’t always 
do everything that we plan each day, 
not for the whole job and not even for a 
week or two in advance. In fact, MCA’s 
research has shown that having less than 
three days’ material available for installa-
tion leaves you with no ability to adjust 
to changes in today’s conditions.

If you have too little material, then 
simple redirection starves the labor and 
reduces productivity. Having material 
on site too early equates to having too 
much inventory on the job site. Too 
much inventory needs to be moved, 
counted, monitored, and often repaired 
or replaced. The answer is three days, 
because three days is about as far ahead 
as the job conditions are predictable.

Years ago, “just-in-time inventory” 
was a big craze. The principles and con-
cepts are still with us today, and continue 
to expand to provide more cost-effective 
and productivity-supporting material 
management and logistics practices. 
The concept is simple; it’s based on the 
Toyota Production System, translated to 
construction, that to work, you need to 
have the materials required, when and 
where the installation is to occur, but not 
more than that — not more and not less. 
Not way before and not after you need 
it. MCA Inc’s previous EC&M article 
(November 2024) Logistics – What/
Where/When/How is a great reference 
with a material ordering checklist and 
some thoughts around getting material 
from your vendors.

CAN PREFABRICATION IMPACT 
MATERIAL MANAGEMENT?
You could use kitted prefab solutions, 
so everything shows up exactly when 
and how you need it, ready to install 
with no extra steps. Additionally, you 
could work with a partner to provide 
procurement assistance to enhance 
productivity, ensuring that materials 
are ordered and delivered in the most 
efficient manner possible.

It’s important to be more expansive 
and think beyond prefabrication. This 
could lead to benefits such as:

•	 Increased safety, reliability, and 
predictability

•	 Controlled environment
•	 Buffer for labor allocation (can 

do things in parallel vs. in series on 
the job site)

•	 Can reduce project duration.
•	 Get more work in the long run.
Using the eight steps in the PoP in 

Fig. 1 and interconnecting informa-
tion within your company with an easy 
system allows you to reduce risk and 
keep your employees focused on labor 
productivity. As discussed at the start, it 
requires planning the work, managing 
the labor, procuring materials, manag-
ing subcontractors, and confirming 
you have the right equipment and tools 
while negotiating between other trades 
and typically working with the general 
contractor or construction manager to 
negotiate the schedule and hit the dates 
required. To reduce time and cost spent 
on material management/handling, it’s 
important to:

•	 Segregate the on-site electrical 
work based on experience.

•	 Optimize orders and deliveries to 
every three days.

•	 Use a checklist to get your mate-
rial as you need it by working with your 
vendor partners.

•	 Externalize work as much as 
possible.

It’s really about making a plan and 
working with your team and the supply 
chain to have the right people doing 
what they do best.	

Jennifer Daneshgari is the vice president 
of financial services at MCA, Inc. She can 
be reached at jennifer@mca.net.

Material Handling is:
1.	Ordering
2.	Receiving
3.	Waiting
4.	Unloading
5.	Sorting
6.	Moving to accomodate job site
7.	Returns
8.	Delivery mistakes
9.	Dealing damages
10. Storage to be used later
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There are 10 steps when it comes to  
material handling.

Safety Matters

Subscribe Today
See all of our EC&M 
e-newsletters at
www.ecmweb.com

This twice-a-month e-newsletter 
delivers the latest trends and 
information on electrical safety, 
reports on specific accidents in 
the field, and provides tutorials 
and evergreen safety content 
that can be used for reference 
and training. 

Topics covered include:
•	 Best practices for  
	 safely working on  
	 electrical equipment

•	 Accidents and investigations

•	 Arc flash

•	 PPE

•	 Shock and electrocution

•	 Fire and security

•	 Safety audits




