Electrical VDC Outsourcing's New
Economics

Idea In Short

Electrical contractors spent the past decade building in-house building information modeling
(BIM) teams to meet general contractor coordination demands. That approach carried costs
beyond the obvious salary line: idle payroll during slow months, software licenses sitting
unused and constant retraining as tools changed. A growing number of specialty
contractors now rent virtual design and construction (VDC) capacity from outsourced
providers rather than carrying a department on their books. The shift turns a fixed
departmental cost into a variable, project-based expense and lets providers profit by
pooling demand across many clients at once. This piece examines why in-house BIM teams
became expensive, how outsourced VDC providers structure and price their services and
what the shift means for risk, talent and margin across the electrical trade.

Why Electrical Contractors Built In-House BIM Teams

About a decade ago, general contractors (GCs) started writing model requirements directly
into bid packages for electrical subcontractors. Winning the job meant fielding someone
who could produce a coordinated Revit model, not just bend conduit and pull wire. Electrical
firms responded the obvious way. They hired modelers, often pulling experienced field staff
into the role because those workers understood conduit routing and gear clearances better
than a modeler with no field background.

That approach worked at first. A modeler who has spent years on job sites routes conduit
around obstacles that a desk-only hire would run straight into. But demand kept climbing.
GCs wanted tighter clash detection, fabrication-level detail and sometimes laser scanning
on top of the base model. A single field-promoted modeler could not carry all of that, so
firms hired again and departments grew larger than most owners had planned.

Digital adoption across the industry accelerated the trend.1 As three-dimensional
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coordination moved close to mandatory on midsize commercial work, staying out of building
information modeling (BIM) entirely stopped being a realistic option for electrical subs
chasing coordinated jobs.

The True Cost of a Modeling Seat

The salary line is the number most owners quote and it happens to be the smallest piece of
the real cost. Take a coordinator earning $90,000 a year. Add payroll taxes, health
insurance, a retirement match and paid time off and the loaded cost already runs well past
$120,000 before that person models a single panel schedule.2

The salary is the smallest number on the invoice

Layer on the software stack: Revit, Navisworks, a clash detection seat and fabrication add-
ons, plus workstations that need replacing every three years. Add training time every time a
new software version reshuffles the workflow and management overhead for someone to
review models before they reach the GC. Stack all of it and the loaded cost of one modeling
seat can run close to double the quoted wage, a number most owners never calculate until

something forces the issue.

Utilization Is the Real Problem

Workload in electrical coordination is lumpy by nature. A modeler might work overtime for
six weeks during preconstruction on a hospital job, then have little to do for two months
afterward. The salary keeps running either way and so does the software license sitting next
to it.

Demand for prefabricated assemblies has only made scheduling more uneven, since owners
now expect single-trade and multi-trade assemblies coordinated well ahead of installation.3
A contractor who staffs for peak demand pays for idle hours in the valleys. One who staffs
for average demand ends up subcontracting anyway when three jobs land in the same
month. Neither path matches the in-house model's assumption of steady, year-round
demand.
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What Outsourced VDC Actually Sells

An outsourced VDC provider is not selling labor by the hour the way a staffing agency does.
It is selling access without ownership: modeling capacity a contractor can switch on for a
project and switch off once the deliverable ships.

Access without ownership is the entire pitch

That shift moves the expense from fixed to variable. There is no idle salary during slow
months and no license renewal for a seat nobody is using. The cost lands inside a specific
project budget instead of getting smeared across the whole year as overhead.

Providers profit from the other side of that same equation. Access to specialized talent, not
simply lower cost, has become the leading reason companies turn to outsourcing
arrangements of this kind.4 A VDC firm pools work from a dozen contractors into one
modeling team, keeping every seat billable in a way no single client could manage alone.

Specialization Is the Moat

A firm that only does electrical coordination builds pattern recognition a generalist BIM shop
never develops. It has resolved the same conduit-fill conflicts hundreds of times, knows
which GCs hand over messy background files and keeps prefab templates ready instead of
building assemblies from scratch.

That accumulated judgment is the actual product, more than the software license or the
hourly rate. Industry data backs the trend: adoption of single-trade and multi-trade
prefabricated assemblies is expected to keep climbing over the next three years, rewarding
firms that have already built the templates and workflows to support it.5 A generalist
splitting time across plumbing, ductwork and electrical rarely gets deep enough into any one
trade to match that speed.

Risk Shifts to the Provider
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When modeling stayed in-house, every risk sat with the contractor. A bad model was the
contractor's problem to fix. A modeler quitting mid-project meant scrambling to hire a
replacement in a tight labor market.

Contractors trade control for capacity

Outsourcing reshuffles that pile. A capable provider absorbs staffing risk, swapping in
another modeler when someone is out sick without the client feeling the gap. It also carries
the software and training risk of keeping up with version changes, pricing that cost quietly
into the rate rather than billing for it separately.

The tradeoff is control. Contractors now depend on a vendor's schedule and communication
habits, including whether someone answers the phone when a GC moves up a deadline.
Contractors who get burned on outsourcing arrangements typically point to communication
breakdowns, not modeling mistakes, as the actual cause.

The Talent Shortage Driving the Shift

Behind the cost argument sits a quieter one: hiring. Skilled BIM coordinators are scarce and
the shortage of experienced construction talent carries a real economic cost industrywide,
running into billions of dollars a year in higher carrying costs and lost output.6

A small electrical contractor in a secondary market cannot match what a large firm pays an
experienced coordinator, so it often cannot staff up even with an open budget line.
Outsourcing sidesteps that fight entirely. A contractor rents a team that already won the
hiring war somewhere else and that access alone can determine whether a regional firm

bids the large coordinated jobs or walks away from them.
There is a staffing culture benefit too. Field employees who get pulled into modeling

sometimes miss the crew and the site. Moving modeling to a specialist frees field staff to

stay where they are most valuable and where they would rather be.

Key Partners
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Trimble relies on partners to keep its electrical virtual design and construction (VDC) tools
embedded in daily workflows. Autodesk's Revit ecosystem stays central, since Trimble's
SysQue detailing software runs as an add-in rather than a standalone platform. Electrical
VDC service firms use Trimble's tools to deliver outsourced coordination work to
contractors. Cloud hosting partners support Trimble Connect and a certified reseller
network extends sales reach into regional markets.

Key Activities

Trimble's core activity is building and maintaining detailing software that turns a design
model into a constructible one. Engineering teams develop SysQue and Trimble Connect,
then continually update both as Revit versions and fabrication standards change. The
company also runs cloud platform operations that keep coordinated models accessible to
every project stakeholder. A dedicated team trains resellers and certified partners so the
software reaches contractors correctly configured for their workflow.

Key Resources

Trimble's core resource is the intellectual property behind SysQue and Trimble Connect,
refined over years of electrical detailing use. The Trimble Connect cloud platform hosts
coordinated models and links design data to fabrication and estimating. Engineering talent
that understands both software development and electrical trade workflows keeps that edge
intact. Brand recognition among mechanical, electrical and plumbing (MEP) contractors also
lowers the cost of acquiring new accounts.

Value Propositions

Trimble sells constructible models that reach level of detail (LOD) 400 directly out of Revit,
ready for fabrication rather than rework. That lets electrical contractors and their outsourced
VDC providers cut the in-house headcount needed to hit the same standard. Trimble links

the model to estimating and procurement, so fewer clashes surface once work reaches the
field. The net promise is scalable modeling capacity without adding fixed payroll.

Customer Relationships

Trimble manages larger accounts through dedicated subscription account teams that handle
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renewals, training and technical escalations. Certified training programs help new users and
outsourced VDC providers reach proficiency faster, reducing the support burden on
Trimble's own staff. An active user community forum lets detailers trade workflow tips and
troubleshoot without opening a formal ticket. Smaller accounts rely mostly on self-service
support tied to their subscription.

Channels

Direct enterprise sales handle Trimble's largest electrical and MEP accounts, negotiating
multi-seat licensing agreements. A reseller and channel partner network extends reach into
regional markets and smaller contractors that a direct sales team would not otherwise cover.
Trimble also sells and renews subscriptions through an online portal, letting existing
customers add seats without a sales call. Trade events and webinars round out the channel
mix, generating leads among contractors evaluating VDC tools.

Customer Segments

Trimble's core customers are electrical and MEP specialty contractors that need detailing
software for in-house or outsourced coordination work. Outsourced VDC service providers
make up a growing segment, licensing Trimble's tools to serve multiple contractor clients
from one modeling team. General contractors and construction managers who require
coordinated models from their subcontractors form an adjacent segment. Prefabrication
shops that build assemblies off the model round out the customer base.

Cost Structure

Trimble's largest cost is research and development and engineering payroll needed to keep
detailing software current with Revit releases and fabrication standards. Cloud hosting for
Trimble Connect and sales commissions paid to channel partners make up the rest of the
major cost base. Customer support and certified training add a smaller, ongoing cost tied
directly to subscriber count.

Revenue Streams

Recurring software-as-a-service (SaaS) subscription licenses for SysQue and Trimble
Connect make up the bulk of Trimble's revenue from this segment. Term licenses and
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maintenance agreements cover customers who prefer longer commitments over month-to-
month billing. Professional services and certified training fees add a smaller stream tied to
onboarding new accounts and outsourced VDC providers.

1Construction productivity and technology adoption

2Employer costs for compensation keep rising

3Prefabrication and modular construction growth

4Global outsourcing survey

5BIM and prefabrication trends

6Skilled labor shortage impacts

Summary

The move toward outsourced electrical VDC reflects a broader recalculation of what a
specialty contractor needs to own versus rent. Modeling talent, once treated as a fixed
department, now behaves more like a utility that scales with project volume. Contractors
that adopted this approach early carry lower overhead and can bid coordinated jobs they
once had to skip for lack of staff. Providers profit by spreading skilled modelers across
many clients, turning idle capacity into billable hours. The arrangement is not without
friction. Contractors give up some direct control over schedule and quality and offshore
production models require a senior coordinator who owns the relationship. Even so, the
economics favor renting specialized judgment over building it from scratch, especially for
firms that cannot compete for scarce BIM coordination talent in tight regional labor markets.
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