
The manuals that come with many
computer programs leave you with

the impression that transferring data
from one application to another is

amazingly simple — but it’s not.
Programs from different software com-
panies might be able to “talk” to each
other, but only if the data is set up

exactly the way each program expects. I
experienced this problem firsthand
when trying to automate the chore of
manually entering budgets into
QuickBooks (for job costing) from a
printout of my WinEst estimate.

Enter my trusty spreadsheet, which I
used to create a conduit between the
other two programs. I use Borland
Quattro Pro as my spreadsheet, but
Microsoft Excel or Lotus 1-2-3 will do
the same job. The only requirement of
the spreadsheet program is that it have
the ability to record advanced macros
(more on macros later). The solution
involved several steps, but the results
were just what I was looking for. 

Arranging Data
First, I had to figure out how

QuickBooks wanted my estimating
information arranged so it could be
imported into a budget by “class.” I did
this by creating an export budget file in
QuickBooks (File | Export | Budgets),
saving the file as plain text to the
Win95 desktop or to a project folder,
and then opening it in Quattro Pro.
QuickBooks will name the file with an
.IFF extension, which you might need
to change to .TXT (I named the file
JCEXP.TXT for “Job Cost Export Text”).
The new file provided the column
headings QuickBooks needed to “see”
to import a job budget (see Figure 1). I
also checked this file to make sure the
classes in QuickBooks matched the for-
mat of WinEst, which in my case was
Construction Specifications Institute
(CSI) format.

Next, I set up a report in WinEst that
showed all of the information I needed
to create a budget in QuickBooks.
WinEst allows you to “print” the report
to the hard drive as a text file, which can
then be opened in the spreadsheet
(Figure 2). 

Finally, after comparing printouts of
the estimating data and QuickBooks
budget, I set up two Quattro Pro
spreadsheets to act as a filter. Using the
WinEst text file, I search and sort the
data, then move it from one sheet to
the other. Once I have the data orga-
nized exactly the way QuickBooks

Figure 1. The first step in using a spreadsheet to transfer data from an estimate to
QuickBooks is to save a QuickBooks budget as a text (.TXT) file. When you open the file
in a spreadsheet, as shown here, you see the column headings, which you can then use to
set up your estimating software.

Figure 2. To see a list of the raw estimating data that would be incorporated into a
QuickBooks budget, the author “printed” a WinEst report to a text file, then opened the file
in a second Quattro Pro spreadsheet, part of which is shown here.
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expects to find it, I save it as a text file
that QuickBooks can import.

Use a Macro
After running through the steps manu-

ally a few times to test it, I automated the
process by creating a spreadsheet macro.
A macro is a series of keystrokes or mouse
clicks and other computer commands
you would normally perform manually.
Once “recorded,” the macro can be
“played” over and over again, executing
the commands automatically one after
the other. To create a macro, you run
through the steps while the “recorder” is
on (Figure 3) and then assign a keystroke
combination to trigger it.

Using this macro, the whole process of

sorting and transferring my data now
takes two minutes instead of the hour or
more I used to spend doing it by hand.
I’ve also built in several formulas that
work behind the scenes to combine some
WinEst subheadings into a single head-
ing. The macro will work without these
formulas, however, the final budget list
will be longer. The sorted spreadsheet
ready for importing into QuickBooks is
shown in Figure 4.

Spreadsheets as Middleware
A spreadsheet can also be used as a go-

between for tabulating man-hours by
category in QuickBooks, for example,
then plugging the result into a job
schedule in Microsoft Project. Another

example would be filtering a WinEst
estimate and exporting only the parts
you want your client to see to your word
processor for a printed proposal. 

Compatibility between unlike pro-
grams is still a pipe dream for most small
contractors, but creative use of the trusty
spreadsheet as a go-between or “middle-
ware” makes cooperation possible. That
can save you time and provide you bet-
ter information with which to run your
company.

Scott Shelley owns Scott C. Shelley
Construction, a remodeling company in
Petaluma, Calif.

Figure 3. Clicking the Record Macro button
in your spreadsheet is a lot like pushing the
red button on your tape recorder. Instead of
capturing sound, however, the macro
records keystrokes and mouse movements
that can be “played back” later.

Figure 4. After running the macro, this is what the WinEst file looks like in Quattro Pro.
After saving the spreadsheet as a text file, the author imports it into QuickBooks.
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