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“As the business has grown, life’s 
certainly become more hectic 
for everyone. Once upon a time, 
I could absorb most of the Sage 
support issues; now there are 
just not enough hours in the day. 
Fortunately, I’m able to hand over 
plenty of the day-to-day support 
to Datel, so I can focus more on 
the business.” 

Justin Irvine
IT Manager
Irvine-Whitlock Limited



How has your IT evolved over the years to 
meet the demands of a rapidly growing 
business?

We started off with a UNIX-based ERP 
system from Multisoft, later acquired by 
Sage. When this product reached its end 
of life as a technology and support was 
withdrawn, we moved to Sage Line 200. 
That would have been in spring of 2003.

I should point out that this decision didn’t go 
through ‘on the nod’; I’d spent a lot of time 
reviewing the market and talking to others 
in the industry. However, a Sage Line 200 
Contracting solution offered a good balance 
of construction-specific features utilising VI 
Software modules, and general accounting 
functionality, without compromising on 
either. 
This system stood us in good stead, but 
subsequently we took the opportunity 

to move to Sage Line 500 alongside an 
upgrade to Microsoft Windows 2003 and 
SQL server. Sage Line 200 is, in effect, a 
scaled down version of Sage Line 500, 
so the move wasn’t  as much of a leap as 
might first appear. We saw it as a natural 
evolution for us.

How has the business benefited generally 
from using Sage Line 500?

In a complex business like ours, you can end 
up with too much information. What we 
value about Sage Line 500 is its power in 
letting us get to the heart of what matters 
most to our business. Summarising all 
the information and boiling it down to 
essentials creates meaningful intelligence 
for our contract managers and surveyors.

With the old Multisoft system, managers 
had to wade through a massive stack of 

dot matrix printout once a month. It could 
be an overwhelming task. That’s all been 
swept away. At any point in time, managers 
can get an at-a-glance overview of all the 
costs, actual, budgeted and pending on 
a single spreadsheet, and can then drill-
down to analyse any particular job in detail. 
They can readily explore any anomalies 
– for example, does spend on plant look 
unusually high?

The real strength of Sage is that at the 
end of the day all the information is there 
on the Microsoft database, which you can 
then plug into using various means. I’ve 
developed no  end of spreadsheets that 
go in and drag out exactly the information 
needed by managers, in the fornats they 
want. I reckon I’m asked for a new type of 
spreadsheet a couple of times a month 
now, as managers realise the  potential.

Justin Irvine is IT Manager at Irvine-Whitlock Limited, a specialist subcontractor in the UK construction market. 
Established in 1963, the company has grown in size and scope but still maintains its head office in Bedford. 
Although the workforce of operatives fluctuates week by week as project requirements change, as many as 800 
people can be employed at any time. Turnover has also risen dramatically in recent years from £32 million in 
2005 to £58 million in 2007.

The company’s skill set covers natural and reconstituted stonework, bricklaying and blockwork. Landmark 
projects include the Trafford Centre, Canary Wharf and Arsenal’s Emirates Stadium. Award-winning work at  
St Pancras Station was described as ‘the finest evocation of brickwork’ the judges had ever seen.

Involvement in large commercial projects has to a certain extent insulated Irvine-Whitlock from the housing 
market downturn affecting many construction companies. However, nothing is left to chance. The company 
looks to Datel to ensure that its accounting system continues to support a multi-faceted business in a highly 
competitive sector.



Are there any specific examples of tasks which have been made 
easier or more efficient?

We streamline our use of data wherever possible to avoid having 
to re-enter. We have a database where we track employees’ 
training and certifications. That links to Sage Payroll, so we need 
to hold just the one record of names and addresses. As soon 
as someone is added to the payroll, they’re on the training and 
certifications database.

This type of integration saves time and is so much neater. We’re 
constantly on the look out to eliminate inefficiencies across 
the business. For example, we’re just about to go live with a 
new VI Software module that will allow us to import timesheet 
data directly from spreadsheets. Up to now, one of my team 
has dedicated every Tuesday morning to manually keying in 
timesheet data. Remember, we could have upwards of around 
500 operatives working for us in any week, so this could be quite 
a challenge.

The new functionality should prove a real timesaver, with the job 
taking five minutes rather than five hours. Nikki will be able to 
spend her time on more productive tasks and it’s also meant that 
we haven’t had to hire in a temp to help out during the holiday 
period.

Handling large projects means we may have only around 20 
sales orders a month. But in contrast, we’re very heavy on the 
purchasing side: 1,000 to 1,500 orders a month go through, with 
associated delivery notes and invoices. To handle this process, 
we’ve done some clever stuff with the Version One DbForm, 
DbMail and DbFax products that link to Sage Line 500.

We used to have to write out purchase orders by hand on multi 
coloured pads and send them round the office for signing. Now a 
PO is entered directly through Sage Line 500 and the documents 
are sent via email, fax or post using Version One. Through this 
automated process the surveyor is sent an email, the site is faxed 
and the supplier receives a copy by their preferred mechanism. 
All this didn’t happen on day one. It’s been a gradual process, but 
to me this is testament that the system can evolve in line with 
changing business needs.

The development work goes forward as we evaluate other 
opportunities. We hire in over £1 million of kit a year, so plant hire 
software is a strong possibility in the foreseeable future.

Has adding in third-party products been a complicated route to go? 

No, everything has integrated together pretty seamlessly to give 
us exactly what we need, and, of course, we’ve been able to draw 
on Datel’s skills. It’s been a symbiotic relationship, too: through 
Datel, we’ve actually been able to influence product development 
at VI Software.

It sounds as if time is a resource in short supply at Irvine-Whitlock.

As the business has grown, life’s certainly become more hectic for 
everyone. So, for example, once upon a time, I could absorb most 
of the Sage support issues; now there are just not enough hours 
in the day. Fortunately, I’m able to hand over plenty of the day-to-
day support to Datel, so I can focus more on the business.

Looking back, how have you seen the relationship with Datel 
develop?

In fact, we were originally with another Sage Business Partner, 
whom Datel acquired in early 2007. However, the same team 
remained in place, so there was continuity in both account 
management and support.

With the passage of time, you might wonder if Datel would 
begin to take our business for granted. In fact, the reverse has 
happened. The Datel team has provided the in-depth knowledge 
and expertise to support us as we have expanded the core system 
to bring new functionality on board.

It’s been a great support to our continued success to be able to 
draw on Datel’s expertise and experience.

“The Datel team has
provided the in-depth
knowledge and expertise
to support us as we have
expanded the core
system to bring new
functionality on board.”

Justin Irvine
IT Manager
Irvine-Whitlock Limited



Datel – Expanding the world of Sage

Established in 1981, Datel has grown to be the largest Sage Strategic 
Partner in the UK. Over 160 people at our Warrington headquarters and 
in our Leeds and London offices look after more than 1,000 customers in 
sectors ranging from food & drink to pharmaceuticals, telecoms to travel. 

We deliver integrated solutions that unify data from every corner of  
the business. We help our customers to strengthen their management 
control and compete effectively in today’s global markets.  
ISO 9001:2008 accredited, we have one of the industry’s most 
experienced implementation teams who apply our tried and tested 
methodology to complete projects on time and to budget. 

Customers benefit from our expertise and accreditations to keep their 
Sage 200, Sage 1000 or Sage X3 solution closely aligned with their 
evolving business. They are also able to draw on our Fusion suite 
of software products that complement and expand the core Sage 
functionality. 

Customers appreciate our consultative, listening approach, as we take 
time to understand their business and invest in the relationship with 
them. They value our exceptional transparency; for example, up-to-date 
statistics on customers’ satisfaction with our Support team are posted on 
our website.

No one knows Sage better than Datel. Our readiness to invest in our 
people and our commitment to excellence have netted us numerous Sage 
and industry awards and we’re justifiably proud of our contribution to the 
wider Sage community.  To find out more about our products and services, 
visit our website at www.datel.info.

Solution benefits for Irvine-Whitlock:

Access to meaningful intelligence for 
contract managers and surveyors

At-a-glance overview of actual, budgeted 
and pending costs, with the ability to drill 
down

Timesheet data imported directly from 
spreadsheets, saving a morning a week

Integrated document management 
software streamlines purchase order 
processing

www.datel.info

0844 417 0749

Datel handles day-to-day IT support, 
freeing internal resources to focus on the 
business 


