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MASTERING THE ART OF THE
MATERIAL TAKEOFF: A
PRACTICAL GUIDE

I n  the  wor lds  o f  cons t ruc t ion ,
manufacturing, and design, precision is
not merely a goal;  it  is a fundamental
requirement.  One  of  the  most  critical
skills  for  estimators,  project  managers,
and  DIY  enthusiasts  is  the  ability  to
perform  an  accurate  material  takeoff.
This process involves quantifying all the
materials needed for a project from a set
of plans or blueprints. While digital tools
and  software  have  revolutionized  this
task,  the  foundational  method  often
relies  on  a  simple,  effective  technique:
the  take  off  using  dim  paper
example  measurement.  This  phrase,
while technical, encapsulates a timeless
approach to ensuring you have the right
amount of every material, from lumber
and  drywall  to  concrete  and  wiring,
before you even pick up a tool.
T h i s  a r t i c l e  w i l l  s e r v e  a s  a
comprehensive  guide  to  performing  a
material  takeoff  using  dimensioned
paper plans.  We will  walk through the
process  step-by-step,  using  a  clear
example measurement to illustrate how
to avoid costly mistakes, reduce waste,
and keep your project on budget and on
schedule. Whether you are a seasoned
professional  or  a  first-time  builder,
understanding  this  core  principle  will

transform  the  way  you  approach  any
physical project.

WHAT DOES "TAKE OFF USING
DIM PAPER EXAMPLE
MEASUREMENT" MEAN?

Before  diving  into  the  "how,"  it  is
essential to understand the "what." The
term  "takeoff"  originates  from  the
process of  "taking off" quantities from a
set  of  drawings.  "Dim  paper"  is
shorthand for dimensioned paper, which
refers to the scale drawings, blueprints,
or plans that include precise dimensional
annotations. An "example measurement"
is  a  specific,  known  length  or  quantity
that you can use as a baseline for your
calculations.
Therefore, a take off using dim paper
example  measurement  i s  the
systematic  method  of  reading  scaled
architectural  or  engineering  drawings,
extract ing  the  dimensions,  and
calculating  the  total  quantities  of
materials  required.  The  "example
measurement" acts as a verification tool.
For  instance,  if  you  know  a  wall  is
exactly  12  feet  long  from  the  plan's
dimension  string,  you  can use  that  to
check  your  scaled  ruler  measurement.
This  cross-verification  process  is  the
heart  of  accuracy  and  the  primary
defense  against  costly  ordering  errors.
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The Anatomy of
a Dimensioned

Paper (Blueprint)
To  perform  a  successful  takeoff,  you
must  be  fluent  in  reading  the  language
of dimensioned paper. A standard set of
plans typically includes:

Floor Plans: A top-down view
showing the layout of rooms, walls,
doors, and windows. These are
primary sources for measuring
linear footage (walls, baseboards)
and square footage (flooring,
drywall).
Elevations: A flat, front-on view
of the exterior or interior walls.
These provide vertical dimensions
necessary for calculating siding,
brick, or tile.
Sections: Cut-away views that
show how different parts of the
building are constructed, including
framing details and foundation
depths.
Details: Enlarged views of
specific, complex areas like a
corner window or a staircase.
These often contain critical
measurements not found on the
main plans.

Each of  these sheets  is  filled with  "dim"
lines, which are lines with arrows or tick
marks at  the ends,  accompanied by a
number.  That  number  is  the  true,
physical  dimension  of  that  feature,
regardless of the drawing's scale (e.g.,
1/4 inch = 1 foot).

STEP-BY-STEP GUIDE TO A

MATERIAL TAKEOFF

Let's walk through a practical example.
Imagine you are estimating the amount
of hardwood flooring needed for a single
room.  This  will  be  our  take  off  using
dim  paper  example  measurement.

Step 1: Gather
Your Tools
While  digital  PDFs  are  common,  many
professionals prefer a physical approach
for  complex  projects.  Gather  the
following:

The Plans: A clean, legible set of1.
dimensioned paper floor plans.
Scale Ruler: An architect's scale2.
(for feet and inches) or an
engineer's scale (for decimal feet).
Highlighter & Pen: Highlighter to3.
mark off completed areas and a
pen for notes.
Calculator: For adding,4.
multiplying, and converting units.
Paper & Pencil: For creating a5.
scribble sheet or takeoff form.

Step 2: Identify
the Example
Measurement
On  your  floor  plan,  find  a  clearly
annotated dimension line for the room
you are  working on.  Let's  assume the
plan shows the room width as 12 feet 0
inches  (written as  12'-0").  This  is  our
anchor. Use your scale ruler to measure
this  distance  on  the  paper.  This  verifies
that you are reading the scale correctly.
If the plan is drawn at 1/4 inch = 1 foot,
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the line on the paper should be exactly 3
inches long. If it isn't, your printout may
be scaled incorrectly. This simple step of
verifying  your  take  off  using  dim
paper  example  measurement
prevents misreading the entire plan.

Step 3: Measure
and Record
Linear
Dimensions
Now, measure the actual lengths of the
four walls of the room. Do not rely on the
overall room dimensions alone. Measure
each  wal l  segment  individual ly,
especially if there are alcoves, closets, or
doorways.

Wall A: 12'-0" (south wall)
Wall B: 14'-0" (west wall)
Wall C: 12'-0" (north wall)
Wall D: 14'-0" (east wall)

T o t a l  L i n e a r  F o o t a g e  ( f o r
baseboards): 12 + 14 + 12 + 14 = 52
feet.  But  wait!  We must  subtract  the
door openings where baseboard will not
be installed.

Step 4: Account
for Subtractions
Measure the width of all door openings
in  the  room.  Let's  say  there  is  one
standard 3'-0" wide door on Wall A.

Adjusted Wall A length: 12'-0" -
3'-0" = 9'-0" of baseboard.
Final Total Baseboard: 9' (Wall
A) + 14' (Wall B) + 12' (Wall C) +

14' (Wall D) = 49 linear feet.

This 49 feet is a direct result of a careful
take  off  using  dim  paper  example
measurement.  If  you  had  simply
ordered 52 feet of baseboard, you would
have a 3-foot piece of waste, increasing
your budget unnecessarily.

Step 5: Calculate
Area for Flooring
For  the  hardwood  flooring,  we  need  the
square  footage.  The  room is  a  simple
rectangle:

Length: 14'-0"
Width: 12'-0"
Gross Area: 14 ft × 12 ft = 168
square feet.

However,  this  is  not  the  final  number.
We use our  take off using dim paper
example measurement again to check
for  areas  that  don't  need  flooring.  For
instance, if there is a fireplace hearth or
an  inset  cabinet,  we  measure  its
dimensions  and subtract  its  area from
the gross. For this example, let's assume
the room is clear.
Add  Waste  Factor:  For  hardwood
flooring installed from dim paper plans, a
10%  waste  factor  is  standard  for  a
square room and up to 15% for a room
with many angles or a diagonal layout.

Waste: 168 sq ft × 0.10 = 16.8
square feet.
Total Flooring to Order: 168 +
16.8 = 184.8 square feet.

WHY AN EXAMPLE
MEASUREMENT IS YOUR BEST
FRIEND

The phrase "take off using dim paper
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example measurement" emphasizes a
crucial  quality  control  step.  The
"example measurement" is not just any
number; it is a known standard you use
to validate your entire process. Here is
why it is so powerful:

Catches Scale Errors: Blueprints
are often shrunk, expanded, or
printed incorrectly. A known 12-
foot wall should measure exactly 3
inches on a 1/4-inch scale plan. If
it doesn't, you know the entire set
of plans is suspect, and you must
rescale your work.
Builds Confidence: When you
verify one measurement, you
become more confident in all the
subsequent measurements. This
reduces the anxiety of missing a
dimension.
Serves as a Reference Point: If
you get confused later, you can
always go back to your known
example measurement to re-
establish the scale and logic of the
drawing.

ADVANCED TECHNIQUES FOR
COMPLEX PROJECTS

Once you have mastered the basic take
off  using  dim  paper  example
measurement  for  a  single  room,  you
can apply the same principles to larger,
more complex projects.

Measuring Wall
Framing
Materials
For studs, plates, and headers, you apply
the linear measurement logic from your
dim paper.

Studs: Typically spaced 16 inches
on center (OC). For a 12-foot wall
(144 inches), you would calculate
144 / 16 = 9 spaces. A simple rule
is to add one stud for the end: 9 +
1 = 10 studs. Then add extra studs
for corners, intersections, and
window/door framing (king studs,
jack studs, cripples).
Plates: The bottom plate and two
top plates run the entire length of
the wall. For our 52 linear feet of
wall perimeter (before
subtractions), you need 3 plates ×
52 ft = 156 linear feet of pressure-
treated lumber for the bottom
plate and standard lumber for the
top plates.

Drywall and
Sheathing
Estimation
Drywall is measured in square feet but
sold in standard panel sizes (4 ft × 8 ft =
32 sq ft, or 4 ft × 12 ft = 48 sq ft).

Calculate total wall area (height ×1.
perimeter). For 8 ft high walls: 8 ft
× 52 ft = 416 sq ft.
Subtract the area of doors (3 ft × 72.
ft = 21 sq ft) and windows.
Divide by the panel square footage3.
to get the number of sheets.

Using  your  take  off  using  dim  paper
example measurement, you can also
determine  the  exact  placement  of
electrical  boxes,  plumbing  pipes,  and
HVAC vents by measuring their distance
from known wall corners. This allows you
to  mark  them  out  on  the  sheathing
before installation.
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COMMON PITFALLS AND HOW TO
AVOID THEM

Even with a solid example measurement,
mistakes can happen. Here are the most
common errors in a material takeoff:

Ignoring the Scale: Assuming
the PDF printed at 100% scale
when it shrunk to fit the page.
Always verify with your
example measurement first.
Forgetting Dimensional Loss: A
2x4 stud is actually 1.5 inches by

3.5 inches. When calculating final
wall thickness or spacing, use the
actual dimensions, not the nominal
ones.
Overlooking Waste in Complex
Shapes: A simple rectangle waste
factor (10%) is fine, but for circular
rooms, vaulted ceilings, or angled
walls, the waste factor can double.
Relying on a Single Dimension:
Always cross-check a dimension
two different ways. If a wall is
labeled 12 feet, measure it with
your scale. If the room is 14 feet


