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MASTERING
PROJECT BUDGETS
WITH RS MEANS
HEAVY
CONSTRUCTION
COST DATA

In the world of heavy
civil
construction—where
projects range from
highway interchanges
and bridge repairs to
dam construction and
tunnel
boring—accurate cost
estimation is the
bedrock of profitability
and project success.

One of the most
trusted resources for
achieving that
accuracy is the RS
Means Heavy
Construction Cost
Data book and its
associated digital tools.
For decades, this
reference has been the
go-to guide for
estimators, project
managers, and owners
who need reliable,
location-adjusted cost
information for
large-scale

infrastructure work. In
this article, we will
explore what RS Means
Heavy Construction
Cost Data includes,


https://www.everybodystreet.com/

how to use it
effectively, the benefits
it brings to the
estimating process,
and how it compares to
other cost data
sources. Whether you
are a seasoned
estimator or a new
professional entering
the field,
understanding this tool
can sharpen your
budget forecasts and
help you win more

earthwork, concrete,
steel, piping, and
equipment. Unlike the
regular building

construction cost data
that focuses on
commercial or
residential structures,
the heavy construction
edition emphasizes
unit prices for items
like:

e Site preparation
and earthmoving

bids. e Roads,
pavements, and

WHAT IS RS curbs
MEANS HEAVY * Bridges and
CONSTRUCTION elevated
COST DATA? structures

e Tunnels and
RS Means, a brand of underground
Gordian, has been utilities
publishing construction e Marine
cost data since 1942. construction
Their Heavy e Water and
Construction Cost Data wastewater
volume is specifically treatment
designed for facilities
large-scale  civil  Heavy
engineering projects foundations and
that involve substantial piling
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Each line item includes
crew composition, daily
output, material costs,
equipment costs, and
labor hours, all
adjusted to a national
average. The data is
then modified using
city cost indexes (CCls)
to reflect local wage
rates, material
availability, and
productivity variances
across hundreds of
cities and regions.

KEY COMPONENTS
OF THE HEAVY
CONSTRUCTION
COST DATA

Unit Price
Line
ltems

The core of the book is
its extensive list of unit
price line items. Each
entry provides:

e A description of
the work (e.g.,
“Structural
concrete, bridge
deck, 3000 psi”)

e The bare
material cost

e Labor hours and
labor cost

e Equipment cost
(including
operating and
rental costs)

e Total bare cost
(material + labor
+ equipment)

e Total cost
including
overhead and
profit (O&P)

These  figures are
based on a 10-year
average of actual
project costs, historical
data, and expert input,
making them both
reliable and defensible
during audits or
disputes.



Crew

City Cost

Compdaidexes
on anqecause costs vary

ramatically from New

Produckivi., . s

ty

Each line item specifies
the typical crew size
and skill mix (e.g.,
“Crew A-1: 1 foreman,
2 carpenters, 1
laborer”) along with
expected daily output
(e.g., “12 cubic yards
per day”). This allows
estimators to assess
whether their own crew
productivity matches
the national norm and
to adjust for
site-specific conditions.

Means Heavy
Construction Cost
Data includes a
comprehensive city
cost index section. The
user applies a
multiplier to the
national average line
items to obtain
localized pricing. For
example, if a concrete
curb item has a
national bare cost of
$45 per linear foot, and
the index for Los
Angeles is 1.08, the
adjusted cost becomes
$48.60 per linear foot.

HOW TO USE RS
MEANS HEAVY
CONSTRUCTION
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COST DATA INMultiply the

YOUR ESTIMATES

Step-by-S
tep

Estimatio
n Process

1. Define the

scope of work -
Break the project
into measurable
tasks (e.g., 1,000
linear feet of
12-inch storm
sewer pipe).

. Select the
appropriate
line items - Use
the detailed
table of contents
or the index to
find the best
match for each
task.

. Apply quantity
takeoffs -

4,

5.

quantities by the
bare unit cost (or
total cost
including O&P).
Adjust for
location - Look
up the city cost
index for your
project’s
geographic area
and multiply
subtotals
accordingly.
Add
project-specific
adjustments -
Factor in
productivity
losses due to
weather, site
congestion, or
overtime, as well
as any specialty
subcontractor
markups.

. Summarize

direct and
indirect costs -
Include general
conditions,
bonds, permits,



and contingency.

Using this systematic
approach ensures that
no major cost
component is
overlooked and that
your bid aligns with
industry norms.

Digital
Tools and
Software
Integratio
n

In addition to the
printed annual book,
RS Means offers a
robust online platform
and integration with
popular estimating
software like HCSS
HeavyBid, Bluebeam,
and Trimble. Users can
access

up-to-the-minute cost

data, export reports,
and automatically
apply city cost indexes.
For large heavy
construction firms, the
digital subscription is
often more efficient
than manual lookup
and reduces errors.

BENEFITS OF
USING RS MEANS
HEAVY
CONSTRUCTION
COST DATA

Credibilit
y and
Industry
Acceptan
ce

RS Means data is
widely recognized by
owners, government
agencies, and lending
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institutions. When you
base your estimate on
RS Means, you provide
a third-party validation
that the numbers are
reasonable. This can
be a powerful
negotiating tool in
change-order
discussions or claims
situations.

Time
Savings

Instead of building a
unit price database
from scratch,
estimators can rely on
the thousands of
pre-defined line items.
This speeds up the
initial estimate and
allows more time for
value engineering and
risk analysis.

Consisten
cy and
Standardi
zation

For firms working on
multiple projects
across different states,
using a single cost data
source ensures internal
consistency. It also
facilitates

benchmarking -
comparing actual
project costs against
the RS Means baseline
to identify areas of
waste or exceptional
productivity.

Training
and



Onboardi
ng

New estimators can
quickly learn the
typical costs for heavy
construction activities
by studying the
published data. Many
companies use RS
Means as a training
tool to teach the
fundamentals of cost
estimating.

COMPARING RS
MEANS HEAVY
CONSTRUCTION
DATA TO OTHER
SOURCES

Other

mmercial
RS Means  In-House Commercls

Feature  Heavy Historical Databases

. (e.g., Craft,
Construction Data Marshall &

Swift)

Broad but often
building-focused

Comprehensive Limited to
(10,000+ past
items) projects
cost None

Breadth of
line items

Some offer

. City
Geographic , 'y regional

indexes (450+ unless
adjustment "
areas! developed modifiers
Frequency /::\?:ea‘ub?iz';;es On-demand Annual or
of update ne up! semi-annual
available
Very high
Industry  (used by Internal
acceptance FHWA, state  only Moderate
DOTs)
Moderate Low (time
Cost annual to compile) Varies

subscription or but
book purchase inconsistent

While in-house
historical data can be
more accurate for a
specific contractor’s
productivity, it lacks
the market-wide
perspective needed for
competitive bidding on
publicly funded
projects. RS Means
strikes a balance
between reliability and
practicality.

TIPS FOR GETTING
THE MOST OUT OF
RS MEANS HEAVY
CONSTRUCTION
COST DATA

Understa
nd the
Assumpti
ons
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Behind

Numbers

Every line item in the
RS Means Heavy
Construction Cost
Data is based on
certain assumptions:
normal working
conditions, typical crew
efficiency, standard
material specifications,
and a 40-hour
workweek. If your
project involves night

shifts, high-security
zones, or extreme
weather, you must

apply adjustments. The
book includes guidance
on productivity loss
factors, but the
estimator’'s own
judgment is critical.

Use the
Latest
Edition

Costs change year over
year due to inflation,
material supply shocks,
and labor market
shifts. Always use the
most recent annual
edition or online
version. Some
contractors make the
mistake of relying on
last year’s data, only to
find that concrete or
steel prices have
jumped 10%.

Combine
with
Local



Subcontr
actor
Quotes

For specialized trades
such as piling, heavy
rigging, or asphalt
paving, obtain
real-time quotes from
local subcontractors.
Use RS Means as a
sanity check to ensure
the quotes are not
artificially inflated or
too low to be realistic.

Documen
t Your
Adjustme
nts

When you modify a
standard line item
(e.g., increasing the

10

labor hours due to
confined space), write
down the rationale.
This documentation
becomes invaluable
during project
execution if actual
costs differ from the
estimate, or during a
construction claim.

INDUSTRY
APPLICATIONS
AND REAL-WORLD
USE CASES

Federal
and State
Transport
ation
Projects

Many state
departments of
transportation (DOTs)
use RS Means as a

10
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reference for validating
contractor bids and for
developing their own
engineer’'s estimates.
For example, when a
state DOT budgets for
a new bridge,
estimators pull unit
prices from the heavy
construction data for
pile driving, concrete
abutments, and steel
girders. The city cost
index then adjusts the
budget to reflect local
labor and material
rates.

Water
and
Wastewat
er
Treatmen

11

t Plants

These facilities involve
massive concrete
tanks, complex piping,
and specialized
equipment. The RS
Means data includes
line items for
cast-in-place concrete
walls (both straight and
curved), excavation
depths, and installation
of pumps and valves.
Utility engineers often
use it to compare the
cost of different
treatment technologies
during the planning
phase.

Undergro
und
Utility



and

Tunnel

Boring

Heavy construction
cost data covers tunnel
excavation methods
such as drill-and-blast,
tunnel boring machines
(TBMs), and
microtunneling. For a
large subway
extension, estimators
use the data to
compute costs per
linear foot of tunnel,
including ground
support, ventilation,
and track installation.

COMMON PITFALLS
TO AVOID WHEN
USING THE DATA

e Blindly
applying
national
averages -
Without city cost

index
adjustments,
your estimate
will be inaccurate
for most
locations.
Ignoring
productivity
adjustments -
Site constraints,
such as limited
access or high
security, reduce
output. Failing to
factor them leads
to
under-estimating
labor and
equipment
hours.
Mistaking bare
cost for total
cost - Many
items show both
bare cost and
cost including
overhead and
profit. Be
consistent: if you
add your own
markup, start
from bare cost; if
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you use the O&P
line, ensure it
matches your
indirect cost
structure.
Relying on
outdated data -
The heavy
construction
market can
change rapidly.
Using a
two-year-old
edition can cause
significant errors,
especially for
materials like
steel, fuel, and
concrete.

THE FUTURE OF
HEAVY
CONSTRUCTION
COST DATA

As the industry
embraces Building
Information Modeling
(BIM) and 5D
estimating (3D model
+ time + cost), RS
Means continues to

13

evolve. Their digital
platform now allows
users to pull cost data
directly into their BIM
software, automating
quantity takeoffs and
cost calculations.
Artificial intelligence is
also being leveraged to
predict cost escalations
and suggest
risk-adjusted line
items. However, the
core principles of the
RS Means Heavy
Construction Cost
Data remain
unchanged: provide
transparent,

defensible, and
location-adjusted cost
information to help

heavy construction
professionals make
informed financial
decisions.
CONCLUSION
Accurate cost
estimation is the

backbone of successful
heavy construction



projects. The RS
Means Heavy
Construction Cost
Data has proven itself
over decades as a
trusted,

comprehensive, and
adaptable resource for
estimators, owners,
and contractors. By
understanding what
the data includes, how
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to apply it correctly
with location and
productivity
adjustments, and by
combining it with local
market knowledge, you
can create budgets
that are both
competitive and
realistic. Whether you
are preparing a bid

14
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