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INTRODUCTION

In the complex world of
construction, where
every decision carries

financial weight,
accurate cost
estimation is the

bedrock of successful

project delivery.
Whether you are a
general contractor

bidding on a
multimillion-dollar
commercial build, a
public agency planning
infrastructure

upgrades, or a private
developer assessing
project feasibility,
having reliable,
standardized cost
information is
essential. This is where
RSMeans Cost Data

has established itself
as an indispensable
resource for over
seven decades.
Created by Gordian, a
leading provider of
construction cost
solutions, the RSMeans
database is widely
recognized as the
industry standard for
accessible, objective,
and geographically
adjusted cost
information. This
article provides a
comprehensive guide
to understanding what
RSMeans cost data is,
how it works, its key
components, and how
construction

professionals leverage
it for accurate
budgeting, value
engineering, and
dispute resolution. By
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the end, you will have
a clear picture of why
this cost data resource
remains a cornerstone
of modern construction
estimating.

UNDERSTANDING
RSMEANS COST
DATA: A
FOUNDATION FOR
ACCURATE
ESTIMATING

The
History
and
Authority
of
RSMeans

The origins of RSMeans
date back to 1942
when the company first
published its manual of

construction cost data.
What began as a
printed reference book
has evolved into a
comprehensive suite of
digital tools, but the
core mission remains
the same: provide
transparent,

defensible, and up-to-
date cost information
for building
construction, site work,
and renovation
projects. The authority
of RSMeans data stems
from its systematic
collection process.
Unlike generic cost
guesses, each line item
in the database is
derived from actual
contractor price
surveys, material
supplier quotes, union
and non-union labor
rate studies, and
equipment rental
costs. This rigorous
methodology has made
RSMeans the default
standard in many
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construction contracts,
legal disputes, and
government
procurement
guidelines. When a
project specification
mentions "costs based
on RSMeans," it
immediately
establishes a neutral
benchmark that all
parties agree upon.

How
RSMeans
Data IS
Collected
and
Maintaine
d

Maintaining a large
cost database that
reflects real-world

pricing is an ongoing

challenge. The
RSMeans team
conducts annual

surveys of thousands
of contractors,
subcontractors,
material suppliers, and
equipment dealers
across North America.
They also monitor
inflation trends, tariff
changes, and regional
wage fluctuations.
Each year, the
database is updated
with new line items
and revised costs for
over 50,000
construction
components. The data
is organized by
standard construction
classifications such as
MasterFormat and
UniFormat, making it
easy to integrate with
existing estimating
software. Furthermore,
geographic cost
indexes (GCls) are
calculated for over 930



locations in the United
States and Canada,
allowing users to adjust
national average costs
to their specific city or
region. This continuous
updating process
ensures that
professionals using
RSMeans Cost Data
are working with
information that
reflects current market
conditions, not stale
numbers from years
past.

KEY COMPONENTS
OF RSMEANS COST
DATA

Material
Costs,
Labor
Rates,

and
Equipme
nt
Expenses

The foundation of any
construction estimate
lies in the three pillars
of cost: materials,
labor, and equipment.
RSMeans cost data
provides detailed
breakdowns for each.
For materials, the
database lists not just
the price per unit (e.g.,
per square foot of
drywall or per cubic
yard of concrete) but
also typical waste
factors, delivery
charges, and sales tax
assumptions. Labor
rates are presented as
crew-hour costs,
combining base wages
with  fringe benefits,
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payroll taxes, and
insurance. Each crew
type (e.g., a carpentry
crew of three) has an
associated hourly cost
that includes the
blended rate for all
members. Equipment
costs are similarly
detailed, covering
ownership costs
(depreciation, interest,
insurance) and
operating costs (fuel,
maintenance, tires).
This triple breakdown
enables estimators to
analyze where costs
are concentrated and
look for savings
opportunities, such as
substituting a less
expensive material or
using a more efficient
labor crew.

Location

Factors
and
Adjustme
nts

Construction costs vary
dramatically by
geographic region. A
high-rise office building
in New York City will
have vastly different
costs than the same
building in rural
Nebraska. RSMeans
addresses this with
location factors for
each of the 930+
areas. These factors
are dynamic and
updated quarterly for
major cities. A location
factor is a multiplier
applied to the national
average cost to adjust
for local labor rates,
material availability,
climate conditions, and



market
competitiveness. For
example, if the
national average cost
to install a certain
roofing system is $100
per square, and the
location factor for San
Francisco is 1.25, the
adjusted cost becomes
$125 per square.
Conversely, a factor of
0.85 for a low-cost
market reduces the
estimate accordingly.
This granularity is one
of the primary reasons
RSMeans Cost Data
is trusted for projects
in multiple states or
provinces, as it
provides a consistent
methodology for
geographical cost
comparisons without
needing to build a
separate local
database.

Square
Foot and
Assembly
Cost
Models

For early-stage
budgeting when
detailed take-offs are
not yet available,
RSMeans offers square
foot and assembly cost
models. Square foot
cost models are based
on thousands of actual
projects categorized by
building type (e.qg.,
elementary school,
hospital, warehouse).
They provide a cost per
square foot for the

entire building
including its structure,
finishes, mechanical,

and electrical systems.
Assembly models go a
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step further, defining

the total cost for
common building
components like a

concrete foundation
wall or a steel frame
bay. Each assembly
includes all necessary
materials, labor, and
equipment for that
sub-system. This is
invaluable for
conceptual estimates:
a stakeholder can
quickly say, "We need
a 50,000-square-foot
medical office building
with brick veneer," and
pull a square foot cost
from RSMeans to get a
rough order of
magnitude. While not a
substitute for detailed
estimating, square foot
and assembly models
help owners and
designers make
informed decisions
during the project
feasibility phase
without spending
weeks on detailed

take-offs.

PRACTICAL
APPLICATIONS OF
RSMEANS COST
DATA IN THE
CONSTRUCTION
INDUSTRY

Pre-
Construct
lon
Budgetin
g and
Feasibilit
y Studies

One of the most
common uses of
RSMeans is during the
pre-construction stage.
Owners, architects,
and early-phase
consultants rely on the




database to produce
accurate budgets
before designs are
complete. For example,
a developer planning a
mixed-use project can
use RSMeans square
foot models to
determine whether
their proposed square
footage falls within an
achievable budget. If
the initial estimate
exceeds the owner's
limits, the team can
adjust program size,
finish quality, or
system selections
using the assembly
data. Because the data
is transparent and
auditable, the owner
understands exactly
where cost estimates
come from. This
transparency builds
trust and avoids costly
surprises later.
Additionally, RSMeans
historical cost indexes
allow comparisons over
time, helping to

forecast escalation
during long project
timelines.

Value
Engineeri
ng and
Cost
Optimizat
lon

Once a project moves

beyond pre-
construction, value
engineering (VE)

becomes a critical
process. RSMeans cost
data provides the cost
basis for comparing
alternative systems
and materials. Suppose
the initial design calls
for a built-up roofing
system. The estimator
can quickly pull the
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RSMeans cost for that
system and compare it
against a single-ply
membrane alternative,
including differences in
labor hours, material
cost, and expected
lifespan. Using the
assembly breakdown,
the team can see
exactly where the cost
difference lies. This
data-driven approach
removes guesswork

and personal bias.
Moreover, because
RSMeans includes

productivity rates (e.qg.,
square feet per labor
hour for a roofing
crew), designers can
evaluate not just
material cost but
installation time
impact. Value
engineering sessions
using reliable cost data
lead to decisions that
save money without
sacrificing quality or
performance.

Change
Order
Managem
ent and
Dispute
Resolutio
N

Construction projects

inevitably face
changes: design
modifications,

unforeseen site

conditions, or owner-
requested scope
additions. These
changes need cost
impact analysis. Many
contracts specify that
change order pricing
be based on RSMeans
Cost Data to avoid
endless negotiations.



HOW T® ACCESStor
submits a change
order, they <can
reference RSMeans
unit costs for the
added work. The
owner’s representative
can verify these costs
against the same
database, creating a
fair and objective
baseline. In the event
of a dispute where cost
becomes a legal issue,
RSMeans data is often
accepted in mediation
or arbitration as an
industry standard. Its
use can expedite

settlements and
reduce litigation
expenses. The

database’s structured
format also makes it
easy to audit the costs
behind each line item,
fostering a
collaborative approach
to resolving financial
disagreements.
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AND UTILIZE
RSMEANS COST
DATA EFFECTIVELY

Online
Subscripti
ons and
Software
Integratio
ns

RSMeans cost data is
no longer confined to
printed books. Today,
professionals access it
through online
subscriptions, such as
the RSMeans Data
Online platform, which
allows users to search,
filter, and export unit
prices and assemblies.
Many leading
construction estimating
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software packages
(e.g., Sage Estimating,
ProEst, Trimble
Viewpoint) integrate
RSMeans data libraries
directly into their
workflow. This

integration means that
when building a digital
cost estimate, an
estimator can drag and
drop RSMeans items
from a library, apply
location factors
automatically, and
generate accurate cost
reports. For firms with
repetitive project
types, customized
RSMeans libraries can
be saved to speed up
future estimates. The
online platform also
offers historical cost
indexes, allowing users
to track how costs
have changed year
over year. With cloud-
based access, team
members across
different offices can
use the same cost data
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consistently.

Tips for
Customizi
ng Data
to Your
Project

While RSMeans
provides robust
national averages and
location factors, no
database can perfectly
match every unique
project condition.
Smart professionals
treat RSMeans as a
starting point and then
apply their own
modifiers. For instance,
if the project has a
very tight schedule
requiring overtime
labor, the estimator
should adjust the labor
rate upward using
overtime multipliers



available in the
RSMeans manual. For
material costs, if a
local supplier offers a
discount or there are
unusual shipping
constraints, those
differences should be
noted. Also, remember
that RSMeans data
typically includes
average subcontractor
overhead and profit. If
your firm  performs
work with its own
crews, you may need
to strip out the
subcontractor markup
or adjust it. Keeping a
log of actual versus
RSMeans estimates on
past projects helps

refine these custom
factors over time,
making future

estimates even more
accurate.

THE BENEFITS AND
LIMITATIONS OF

COST DATA

Advantag
es:
Consisten

cy,
Objectivit
y, and
Time
Savings

The most significant
advantage of
RSMeans Cost Data
is consistency. When
every estimator on a
team uses the same
database with the
same location factors

and standard
USING RSMEANS assumptions, cost
estimates are
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comparable and
reliable. This
objectivity is crucial
when multiple
stakeholders review
the numbers.
Moreover, using

RSMeans saves time:
instead of researching
individual prices for
every material and
labor crew from
scratch, an estimator
can leverage the pre-
researched library. For
small to mid-size firms
that cannot afford a
full-time cost research
department, RSMeans
levels the playing field
by giving them access
to the same high-
quality data used by
large national firms.
The auditable nature of
the data also helps in
win more bids by
providing detailed,
defensible breakdowns
that owners
appreciate.

13

Limitation
s: Need
for Local
Expertise
and
Market
Fluctuatio
ns

Despite its strengths,
RSMeans is not a
magical solution. The
location factors are
updated only quarterly
and may not fully
capture sudden market
shifts, such as a local
labor strike, a spike in
fuel costs, or a natural
disaster disrupting
supply chains.
Additionally, the data's



productivity rates are
based on average
conditions; an
inexperienced crew or
a complex site layout
could degrade those
rates, causing actual
costs to be higher.
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Another limitation is
that RSMeans focuses
primarily on typical
construction methods.
Highly specialized work
(e.g., custom marine
engineering, historical
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