
You might think of ACT! as a con-
tact manager or a task scheduler —

and it does both of those things as
well as or better than any other CRM
(customer relations management)
package on the market. But in con-
struction, you can’t manage customers
without managing tons of documents
and correspondence, too. Sales letters,
estimates, contracts, change orders, e-
mail — being able to track “what you
sent to who when” can mean the dif-
ference between resolving a disagree-
ment and not getting paid for your
work. At around $200 per user, ACT! is
not only one of the best, but also one
of the least expensive, document man-
agement systems around. 

Document Automation
At its heart, ACT! is a

database, and like every
database, it captures and
stores information (about
the people and companies
you work with — your
“contacts”) in bite-sized
“fields.” It ships with sev-
eral dozen fields for the
usual contact information
(phone numbers, street
address, e-mail accounts)
and historical records
(meetings scheduled, task
lists, phone calls made).
To those built-in fields you can add
over 1,000 of your own to record and
track any other information you like.
Any of the fields in your ACT! data-
base can then be inserted into a docu-
ment (see Figure 1) and “merged” with
either  a single person (contact) or any
group of contacts. The resulting
“merge document” can then be
printed or e-mailed and faxed. 

Anything you can create in Word (for
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Figure 2. Information gathered in ACT!
(rear) can be used to generate any kind
of customized document you can create
in Word or HTML. (Merged fields are
highlighted in red for clarity only.)
Additional ACT! add-ons like BetterACT!
and PhotoACT! (www.actaddons.com)
can be used to further enhance your
ACT!-generated documents.

Figure 1. Adding “merge fields” from your ACT! database to a Word document is a sim-
ple point-and-click operation. Once added, the document is saved as an ACT! template.



printing or faxing) or HTML (for e-
mail) can become an automated ACT!
document. Using document automa-
tion, you can: 

• create sales and marketing docu-
ments that are customized for a group

of contacts (for example, only
prospects living in single-story homes
without decks) or even customized
for individual recipients 

• generate proposals, contracts, change
orders, requests-for-quote (RFQs), and

other customer or vendor documents
in seconds — imagine being able to
hand a prospect a complete proposal
package minutes after completing a
sales call (Figure 2, previous page). 

Library tab. New in ACT! 6 is the
Library tab. Here you can mount Excel,
Word, and .PDF files directly inside the
ACT! interface, very handy for opening
a spreadsheet or tracking product selec-
tions for a project (Figure 3). 

Document and Incidence Tracking
It’s not enough to generate docu-

ments automatically. You also want to
be able to track what you created and
who you sent it to. ACT! does that
under its Notes/History tab. You aren’t
limited to tracking only documents
created with ACT! merge fields. Any
computer file — CAD drawings, spread-
sheets, product cut-sheets, digital pic-
tures, e-mail, and so forth — can be
managed using ACT! and will wind up
as an icon under the Notes/History tab
for that contact. You can link docu-
ments using the familiar paper clip
icon, or simply drag documents from
Windows Explorer right into ACT!. If
you use ACT! to open documents for a
contact, you will no longer have to go
digging through nested folders and
subfolders in Windows Explorer. Any
document linked in Notes/History can
be opened directly by double-clicking
the icon, making it a snap to find the
latest change order or review the proj-
ect specifications for a particular job. 

E-mail tracking. ACT! will also keep
track of all the e-mail you send to a
client and, if you want, anything the
client sends back to you. The built-in e-
mail software is now good enough to
use exclusively, or, if you prefer, you
can link to either Outlook Express or
Outlook. Like other documents, e-mail
messages wind up linked in
Notes/History, and you have the
option to save a copy of the message
inside ACT! as well (Figure 4).
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Figure 3. The Library is a handy place to open estimates and other spreadsheets created in
Excel, digital photos, and .PDF files. Excel runs inside the ACT! interface, allowing users to
tweak estimates or lumber orders. Any changes to the file are logged in the Notes/History
tab at the bottom of the screen. 

Figure 4. Every document action
— attaching a document to a
contact, sending an e-mail, doing
a mail merge — winds up in the
Notes/History tab of ACT!, creat-
ing a complete incidence report
that can be printed or faxed for
future reference. To open the doc-
ument, just double-click its icon
in the Notes/History tab. 



Using Groups 
One of the most powerful project and

document management features in
ACT! is Groups, which can be used to
represent an entire project or projects.
Groups can also be created by trade, by
subdivision, by type of project, or any
other way that makes sense for your
operation. Since contacts can belong to
many different groups at the same time,
Groups provides an endless number of
ways to analyze your operation. Once a
group is created, every document and
Notes/History created for that group or
project will be organized in one easy-to-
find place, giving you a cradle-to-grave
look at your project (Figure 5). 

Joe Stoddard is a technology consultant
to the building industry and a contribut-
ing editor at The Journal of Light
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jstoddard@mountainconsulting.com.
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Figure 5. A Group record is a composite of all the contacts that belong to that group,
creating a cradle-to-grave record of your projects. Here, every document associated with
the Smith project can be opened from inside ACT!. 
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