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“In some instances I have changed or ignored the names of persons to prevent
their death or arrest.” Robert Young Pelton

This book is available at fine bookstores, online, and also possibly from the neighborhood pawnbroker at a
substantial discount.
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About the Author
Dr. David Powers is an adventurer, philosopher, and pioneer. Considered a human puzzlemaster, he has a
penchant for assembling random bits and bytes into workable solutions. He is a best-selling author in cognitive
psychology, experimental education, adventure travel, and martial arts. He is a decorated veteran of the
Marine Corps and a founding member of the U.S. Department of Homeland Security. He is married and the
proud father of four feral boys and one princess that he and his wife homeschool. His mission in life is to find
the magical best mug of coffee in the world.

You can always find him...
Online- drdavidpowers.com
E-mail- drdave@redteamgoals.com
Facebook- facebook.com/MasteroftheArtofLiving
Twitter- @drdavidpowers
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About Ocean Breeze Exterior Remodeling
My dad started his business over 30 years ago. It's where I cut my teeth in the construction trade. I started out
as a gofer. You know, "Go fer this tool. Go fer that material." I was a little kid handing my dad tools and playing
on the job sites. That’s how I busted my head open when I was five. I was playing on scaffolding when no one
was looking and took a header. I really don’t remember it much. Short term memory loss and all. For years I
would accompany my dad to jobsites and either ride my bike around the neighborhood or just stand around
and hand material up to him on a ladder. Over time, I eventually worked my way up to full-fledged employee
and into sales and then running most of the business operations.
This family business is the inspiration behind this book, so let me tell you a little about my dad and his
company before we move forward.
Ocean Breeze Exterior Remodeling was founded in 1987 by David R. Powers and Emmett Russell. The original
business name was Ocean Breeze Awnings. Both men worked together for years on various construction
projects and installing heating and air conditioning systems.
The business actually began in a trailer park in Myrtle Beach. They would prefabricate projects and store
materials in my dad’s backyard right beside my swing set. Their first work truck was purchased by trading in
our family van. The initial money used to buy materials was a $200 loan from Henry Powers, my grandfather.
For several years the business focused on building decks and screen rooms on campers and RVs. From there,
they just expanded more and more to take on larger projects. In 1994 my dad bought out Emmett Russell to
become the sole owner.
After starting in a backyard, moving into a storage shed, and eventually a succession of larger and larger
rented warehouses, they built their own 5000 square foot facility with a warehouse, storage area, and offices
in Surfside Beach SC. That’s where the business headquarters is now, just a few blocks from the main highway,
a water park, and less than a mile from the beach, as the seagull flies.
In its 30 year existence, the business has incorporated, won numerous awards from the local to the national
level for both projects and business practices, and experienced several million dollar gross profit years.
If you're interested in learning more about the company's history, you can check them out at
oceanbreezeexteriors.com.
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These days the business focuses on outdoor remodeling projects to include everything from decks to full
sunrooms. If you have a home or second home in the Myrtle Beach SC area, give them a call or drop by their
showroom sometime.
Most of the project photos in this book are from Ocean Breeze projects or stock photos from their suppliers.
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The Purpose for This Book
For years I've answered the question about finding a good builder or remodeler. Not just from customers
either. Many times I've asked it myself. Here's an excerpt from my mailing list sequence I send out to clients
who sign up for our newsletter about one of those times...

I stood in the front yard bewildered by anger and confusion. After everything I tell my customers, I can't
believe I didn't take my own advice. I blindly followed the same mistake many other people make, despite the
fact that I caution clients against it every day.
I looked up. The roof was a mess. Shingles were broken, crooked, and wavy.
I looked to the right. The bushes were trampled.
I looked to the left. The driveway was covered in debris and rusty nails.
This wasn’t a customer’s house. It was mine. This was my house that a contractor messed up. How
embarrassing is this? I'm a contractor. I'm supposed to know better.
I hired the cheapest contractor without investigating him.
Have you ever done that?
You want some work done on your house, so you get three bids. That's what you're supposed to do, right? Get
three bids and hire the cheapest one?

If only I'd...
Checked his references
Looked at some of his other work
Glanced at his business license
And a whole bunch of other stuff I could’ve done to prevent this
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There's a lot you can do to prevent problems like this from happening in the first place. I know because I
preach it all the time. I just didn't practice it this one time on my own home.
You'd be surprised what I find when I investigate subcontractors who want to work for me on specialized jobs.
Many of them are basically just a couple of guys, a truck, some tools, and a long string of complaints and
unhappy customers.
Don't make the same mistake I did.

Asking about finding a good builder or remodeler is not always an easy question to answer. Finding the right
person or company for your home repairs and modifications can be a trying process. How do you know who to
call when there are 50 listings in the phone book (if you still use one of those), 32 ads in the paper, 4 referrals
from friends, 15 contractors showing up in an online search, and a guy with a pickup truck doing a job across
the street?
Then what do you do when none of them call you back after repeated attempts?
I’m sure many of you know exactly what I mean about that from your experiences already. You call twice a day
for a week and leave a message each time. You send several e-mails. You leave messages on their social media
accounts. Finally, you just give up because you figure they're either out of business or really busy and don't
need your job anyway. Or what's usually the case...they're just an extremely unprofessional company with
horrible business practices.
I know the ins and outs and tricks that contractors use, but I also understand what makes for good business.
As a former home remodeler myself, I will do my best in this book to give you pointers that should lead you in
the right direction whether you are adding a sunroom or a deck from us or changing the counters in your
kitchen.
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Gender Usage
I'll primarily be using masculine pronouns throughout this book. I hope this doesn't offend anyone. I certainly
don't mean any disrespect because of it. It's just that I want continuity throughout the book without using any
of those new weird gender neutral pronouns that don't make much sense to anyone.
These days you're more likely to find more and more women in the construction trades as both owners and
employees. Don't be surprised by this.
As a matter of fact, in my house, my wife is the builder-in-residence. Although I've been in the construction
industry most of my life as a family business, I was never the best craftsman on the jobsite. Actually, I always
enjoyed the business and logistics aspects better, the fruits of which you're reading right now. If anything
construction related needs doing in my house from painting to trim work, my wife is the one that tackles it.
She absolutely loves working with her hands. As I write this, she’s actually in the process of remodeling our
kitchen.
She used to work for Ocean Breeze Exterior Remodeling as well. A few of the photographs you'll see in this
book feature her handiwork.
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Throughout this book are references to checklists and other items.
Be sure to check online at…
redteamgoals.com/finding-the-right-builder-or-remodeler
for printable copies so that you don’t have to tear them out or write in your copy
of the book.
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Time to Get Started

13

Know Your Project Scope Before You Call Anyone
Before you call the first contractor, I recommend you decide exactly what it is you want to do. Nail down the
specs of your job and do some preliminary research on your own first.
Don't worry about figuring everything out right now. I don't want you to go crazy over all the options and
distractions that might get in your way. Unless you're in the business, figuring out all the details of a new
project can be overwhelming, kind of like looking for a single recipe on Pinterest. You know, you look up one
recipe. Then later you stand up, walk outside, and squint into the sunlight. Only then do you realize that two
weeks have gone by. It's like that if you dig too far into the rabbit hole for your construction project.
Let me give you an example from my own business. We install retractable awnings, those big fabric awnings
that are motorized to extend when you need shade and retract when you're done or it gets too windy, all at
the push of a button.
There's a basic base price for an awning. That part's easy. So is the sizing. Then it gets a little harder. There are
about two dozen options available from an automatic wind sensor to a protective hood. It's still manageable,
because the majority of the customers only ever go for two or three common options.
•

Wind sensor

•

Fabric upgrade

•

Front drop screen

That's usually it. I always offer the other options, and I'm really happy if they buy them, but they seldom do.
Then it comes down to color choices and things get really crazy. I pull out a huge book with over two hundred
choices in it, and the customers freak out and kick me out of their house. No, I'm just kidding. They don't
always do that. I'll be honest though, I've almost lost sales due to the fact that customers freeze at the color
choices.
So, I do my part and help them limit the choices.

1. Get rid of the really expensive upgraded fabrics.
2. 30 choices down
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3. Get rid of the gaudy new age looking patterns.
4. 15 choices down
5. Get rid of the colors that would look horrible on the house.
6. 120 choices down
7. Get rid of that one color palette that the customer just hates no matter what.
8. 50 choices down

And guess what? Now I can present the customer with 20 really great options for colors and patterns, any one
of which they would really love and would complement their home beautifully.

I want you to get a head start on that process now before you call a contractor. If it at all starts getting
overwhelming, don't give up on your project, but stop planning. That's always a good spot to stop and call a
contractor. At that point you can let them help you narrow things down.
At a minimum, the next few pages are what I recommend you figure out. By the way, don't worry about taking
notes on these pages or tearing them out. I have blank copies of this and many other lists and images at the
back of the book. For this section, look in the Checklists area and find the section called Specifications for
Your Project.
You can also contact me anytime you want at drdavidpowers.com, and I'll e-mail you copies of those forms so
you don't have to tear them out of the back either. I hate to see people tear pages out of a book. Seriously. It
makes me cry.

What TYPE of project?
What exactly is it you want to do? Be as specific and brief as possible. Here's a few examples...

•

Remodel the kitchen

•

Update the bathroom
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•

Build a She Shed in the backyard

•

Install a pool

•

Switch all the lights in the house to LED's

•

Turn the screen porch into a sunroom

Any of those make great project descriptions. Notice how they're short and to the point.

WHY do the project?
What's your reason for doing it?
If it's a kitchen remodel, are you doing it because there isn't enough cabinet space, the appliances are dying,
it's all outdated, or you just received a huge tax refund?
For our company, it's all outside renovations, so it goes something like this for a screen room install. The most
common reasons customers often give me are...

•

We need shade.

•

The bugs are killing us.

•

I want to let the dogs or kids outside but keep them contained.

•

I want to enjoy the patio without the rain.

If you've come up with a project that you're going to spend money on, you need a good reason for the
expenditure. I'm sure you had one anyway. I just want you to put it to words.

What's your BUDGET?
This is the question that anyone buying something absolutely hates to hear. A lot of salesmen will ask it, and
it's not always just to make the sale (although sometimes it is). For instance, a car salesman will ask because
16

he doesn't want to waste your time with the Land Rovers if you're more in the range of a Ford. It’s kind of like
that for construction salesmen too. Do you want the bare bones budget glass windows or the fancy triple
pane, gas-filled, turtle tinted, low-E, impact-resistant windows?
Even if you don't reveal your budget amount to a contractor until it's time to say yes to a project, it's good for
you to know for yourself. Set an upper limit you're willing to spend. You can set an absolute if you want to, but
I've found that an upper range at least gives you some room to move if you find better options or decide to
change the original plan.
Set your budget based on some research. Don't just make a rough guess on this. So many people rough guess
a project and come away really surprised when the bids start rolling in.
For basic research I would just start with your favorite search engine. I typed in "how much does a 10x20 deck
cost" and over 300,000 results came up. I only needed the first few because they told me what I needed to
know.
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Here's a few tips on pricing research...

Check several websites.
Find a website that gives prices for your geographic area. Be very precise with this. All of our work is within a
high hurricane wind zone in South Carolina and permit requirements drastically change the pricing versus a
project in our state but just a few more miles inland.
Use websites from both manufacturers and information companies. On the previous image, you'll notice the
first listing is from Trex, which is a paid one, basically an advertisement. Trex makes composite lumber.
Nothing wrong with that. Just be aware that they're the manufacturer and not the company building anything.
The next listing is from an information service. Personally, I would pick two of each type of site to review for
information.
DO NOT price out materials only and use that for your budget. For the most part, all companies buy materials
from the same places. Labor, quality, and workmanship is where the bids you get will vary greatly. That means
you're not really paying for the materials on this project. You're paying for the company, the craftsmanship,
and somebody who will stand behind their job.
DO NOT base your budget on prices presented on home improvement television shows. I love watching these
shows with my wife, but I cringe when they quote projects. Most of the drastic price differences between
those on the shows and those useful for you will be because of geographical differences.
BE CAREFUL getting prices from in-house installers for big home improvement stores like Lowe's or Home
Depot. I've found that a lot of the companies that work for those stores as "approved installers" or whatever
their terminology is are usually not the top of the line companies. Usually it's just a couple of guys using the
store as their only lead source. They’re not really a business.
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What are your MUST-HAVES?
In other words, what do you want with this project that you simply cannot do without? Or to put it even more
bluntly, if you can't have this thing, just forget the whole project!
Figure these specs out. It can be something a little more abstract such as the impression or feel of a thing or
something as specific as a particular faucet in your bathroom.
Aside from knowing exactly what will make this project worthwhile for you, this aspect of the planning process
might help make your budget considerations easier. If nothing else, it will establish areas of the project that
can be modified and areas that better just get done or else.

What should it LOOK like?
This is the part where I want you to do some online looking and gathering on sites like Pinterest and others.
Just be cautious. I still don't want you going down a crazy rabbit hole from which you may not recover.
Let me give you a little secret reveal about myself. I grew up in the family construction business. This is what
most people associate me with, sunrooms and decks and awnings. That's cool with me, because my dad and
his crews do some amazing work, and it gives me a chance to tell people about them, but that's not my
primary occupation.
I have a doctoral degree with a focus in counseling. Most of my income comes from the books I've written and
keynote lectures. My passion is Rapid Skill Development. In other words, helping people learn new things
faster than normal. I've conducted research for years into the process and hacking it so that people don't have
to waste time doing unnecessary tasks.
I want to use that process to help you here on your construction project.
Here's a few tips from my book Rapid Skill Development 101 that can help you at this stage of the process. The
purpose is to help you save time, get what you need, and avoid distractions.
Tip #5- Avoid information overload at each step- If you start to feel overwhelmed at any step in the process,
just stop. Stop the overwhelm by getting away from it for a bit. Distance cures many things.
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Tip #8- Web search your topic. Once you open up your favorite search engine or Pinterest, limit your searches.
On Google, when I'm doing research for information or images, I limit my searching to 2 screen pages only.
Often, I can find what I need there. If I don't, I go back and decide if I need to refine my search better.
For instance, don't search for "decks". Instead, search for "deck on the back of the house with a retractable
awning".
On Pinterest, do the same thing with a very specific search rather than a general one. The other day my wife
was searching for hummus recipes. Way too many options pulled up on that one. There was even a cookie
dough flavored dessert hummus. Gross! Based on the results for the general search, she looked up "spicy
hummus recipes". The end result was that the next night she made a container of spicy Thai peanut hummus.
It was amazing!
With images, no matter where you search, I recommend stopping at 20. Download and save 20 pics and stop.
Another tip to limit online searching is to establish a time. By that I mean actually setting a timer. Whip out
your phone, type in 10 minutes, hit start, and go into research mode.
If you want to delve more into my Rapid Skill process, check out my website at…
redteamgoals.com/speaking/breakout-sessions/rapid-skill-development

Things to consider while you're researching photos to help decide what you want are...
•

Appearance

•

Color

•

Location

•

Accessories

•

Style
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Throughout this book are references to checklists and other items.
Be sure to check online at…
redteamgoals.com/finding-the-right-builder-or-remodeler
for printable copies so that you don’t have to tear them out or write in your copy
of the book.
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Time to Make a List of Potential Contractors
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First Place to Look- Referrals
The first place I would recommend you look is referrals. If you have a good referral from a friend or someone
you trust, always check there first. People are usually pretty careful giving referrals because they don’t want it
to backfire on them.
I’ve had that happen myself as a contractor. People would call us and ask for projects that we don't do like
concrete or landscaping. I’d refer them to another specialty contractor and the people would call back and
complain to me when it didn’t work out. Just recently I referred a fencing contractor that I actually knew
personally from church. Three weeks after passing on the referral and leaving a message on his phone, he
called me back an asked for the customer information. I told him to just forget it.
If a person you trust had a contractor do a job for them that wasn’t any good, they’ll often give you the antireferral, which is just as powerful. Pay attention to this, because it’s a good warning about a company you
probably need to cross off your list or at the very least move to the bottom.
I've done the anti-referral bit as well. Sometimes I would give out information on another specialty contractor,
but with a caveat. I would have to be straight up and say, “I'll give you a name and number, but don't expect a
call back really quick" or I might go so far as to say, "Please stay away from so-and-so. I’ve heard bad things
about him” or "That guy really screwed up a job for me. It's up to you if you want to call him."
Even though I'm preaching about referrals as a good source of information, don't rely on that alone.
Occasionally, both good or bad referrals are just one-time isolated events. Check out the project at your
friend’s house and see for yourself if their claims hold true. Examine the workmanship. Ask about the
contractor’s crew. Don’t forget to also examine your friend or neighbor’s motivation for the referral. Let’s be
honest, you should be able to figure out if your friend is the kind of person that isn’t capable of giving a decent
referral.
You can also play to your neighbor's weaknesses to endear yourself to a contractor. I have a neighbor near my
house that is a real stickler for detail, even when he doesn't know what he's talking about. I know this because
I did a few small jobs for him, mainly as a favor, and not because I really wanted to. This guy would stand at
the bottom of the ladder while I'm on a roof telling me what to do, which tool to use, and even how to get
down off the ladder safely. I hated it.
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Therefore, if I see a contractor over at his house, I keep an eye out. If the guy does a good job, gets paid, and is
still happy when he leaves, that tells me a couple of things. He does good work. He's patient. He's punctual.
I know that I can call that guy and expect a great job done right. I also know that if I'm nice, don't bother him
while he's working, pay on time, and maybe even give him a tip...in other words, treat him way nicer and
easier than my neighbor did...I've got a good guy to keep on my list.
Once you get a referral, be sure to reference it when you call the contractor. When a new client calls me, I
always like to make a note in my customer's file that they sent me a referral. If it was a good one, or a
customer would refer me over and over, I’d send them something nice like a gift card or a basket of goodies.
We would also often do service calls for free for our best customers who refer us often.
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Second Place to Look- Online Searches
I used to tell people to go to the phone book, but that's so twentieth century. Go to the Internet instead.
Go online, type in your project type, and your area. This should pull up a list of contractors in your area.
Two big things to be aware of when you search online for a local contractor...
1. Know that many of the listings at the top are often paid ads and not the actual search findings. Don't read
too much into it, but it just means that they paid to end up there. They didn't end up there because a lot of
people are searching for them.
2. Don't necessarily judge a contractor by their website. Some contractors have great websites. Some have
really crappy ones. What you really want from their website is basic information on how to contact them. If
there are a lot of bells and whistles, that's even better and will help a lot with your research.
On my dad's website is the information you need to get in touch with him plus a few basic bells and whistles.
There's a photo gallery, company history, and even a method for online payment, since many of his customers
pay by credit card even for large projects. His customers love their travel points! He also has a blog on there
that he uses to update clients on new issues and projects. To encourage customers to check him out even
further, there are links to all kinds of places other than him for third party verification.
Sometimes online searches will bring up items like this...
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Third Place to Look- Phone Book
A few tips for browsing the Yellow Pages...
Remember that the biggest ad does not always represent the best company for the job. Yellow Pages ads are
very expensive and many smaller contractors cannot afford the full-page ads like the lawyers and escort
services.
Call all the advertisements that are applicable to your project. Don’t just look up “Remodeling.” Try
referencing other sections such as “Decks”, “Sunrooms”, or “Kitchens”. A good ratio is to call a hundred
contractors and expect return calls from ten.
Yellow Pages ads are not as reliable these days because they’re going the way of the dinosaur. Over the past
ten years my dad’s business has really scaled down their phone book ads until this year he finally stopped
doing them altogether.
He started out small with just a business name and a phone number and gradually grew up to big half-page
color ads as the business grew. Then we started scaling it back down to small written ads. Fewer and fewer
people are using the phone books to look for business. Even my dad’s older clients are using the Internet more
and more to search for contractors. We’ve even found that older folks who don’t use the Internet are often
having other people do Internet searches for them.

27

Here's an example of one of my dad's old phone ads. This was a one-eighth page
size ad, and it cost a fortune compared to the ads he's doing now.
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Fourth Place to Look- Newspaper
You can look here, but, sadly, this one is also going the way of the triceratops and turning into an old dried up
fossil. I don't count ads on newspaper websites as 'the newspaper' either. To me, those fall into a whole
different Internet ad category.
Be wary with the newspaper ads just like the phone book ads. Buying newspaper ads is a financial sinkhole.
They’re expensive and the biggest ad doesn’t really mean anything. While we’re at it, television ads, radio ads,
and billboards are the same way. Consider them a resource, but only for a name. Do additional checking from
there.
Also, don’t think that just because a guy doesn’t do ads in any of those that he’s a bad contractor. It may just
mean that he doesn’t want to waste his money on them or that those aren’t the places his target audience
responds to.

One of five things is happening if you don’t see big ads from a contractor...
1. He may be spending his marketing money on something else that brings in more leads for the dollar. (That's
what my dad does primarily)
2. He may be spending it somewhere else instead of marketing.
3. He may be busy enough that he doesn’t need marketing.
4. He may not have a clue that he needs to be marketing.
5. He found his target market and most of his sales elsewhere.

Over the years we spent a lot of money on various types of ads. Some worked. Some were experiments. By
the time I left the company to work my own business, my dad was so busy with referral and repeat business
that he didn’t do very many ads at all.
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To get in touch, the referrals grabbed a business card from their friend or folks looked us up online for a phone
number and our website. When we gave up on many of the external ads to stop wasting money, we spent our
entire marketing budget on wrapping our work trucks with really cool graphics. They were like rolling
billboards and generated way more business than any of the ads did.
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Fifth Place to Look- Home Shows and Events
Home shows are probably one of the best places other than referrals to create a good list of contractors. It’s a
place where you can talk to them, grab some information, and hopefully see a small project on display. I like
shows for shopping around also because you can compare the people in close proximity and go ahead and
rate them by likeability.
The only downside to using a home show for your list is that the show may not coincide with your project
time. If you can, go to a show well ahead of your project and start a list.
There’s a trick to attending home shows with success. Don’t just go there all willy nilly grabbing every free
item available and stuffing everything into a bag. For my home show checklist, check the end of the book for
one you can use as a guideline.

Here's one of my dad's old Ocean Breeze home show booths.
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After you use these and any other sources you have to identify potential contractors, you should have a list of
about ten names and numbers. That’s a good start. Now it’s time to start whittling them down.
I recommend you take that list of ten and break it down to a list of three using the next couple of chapters
before you even set your first appointment. Three estimates is good for a project. However, if you call all ten
of them and do end up with ten estimates, you're just going to make your decision process even harder. Don't
worry though. To end up with ten appointments, you'd probably have to call at least 50 contractors.

Three really is good though. If, for some reason...
•

Someone doesn't show up

•

The prices are all wrong

•

You hated all of them

•

Or whatever

...just go to the next name or names on your list.

That's why, as part of the whittling down process, I recommend you use the checklist at the end of the book
called List of Potential Contractors to keep everything organized. As you make the list, put the contractors in
order by how close they are to getting the job. That way, the top three and possibly more all have a chance.
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Here's one of our truck wraps that was mostly paid for using co-op ad dollars from one of our suppliers...
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Time to Start Whittling Down the List of Contractors
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Now it's time to sit somewhere comfortable with your checklists, note paper, and a good pen in front of you.
Get your laptop open and fired up just in case you need it for quick research.
Make sure your phone is charged.
Keep this book front and center.

Alright, turn the page and let's get started...
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Are They Nice?
Everybody has a bad day from time to time. That's the only reason I say choose a company that falls
somewhere in the middle of good to great customer service. You want great and it should get to there even if
it doesn't start there, but good is okay.
Here's an example.
Most contractors are small businesses run by technicians. In other words, they know what they're doing with
their hands, but not always the best way to run a business. My dad started out that way. Now that the
business is over 30 years old, it's a well-oiled machine. It wasn't always that way.
You'd be surprised how many contractor secretaries are the contractor's wife, many times answering the
phone from their home.
I remember the days when my mom was the company secretary. My dad would forward the calls to their
house each morning when he left for a jobsite. From that point on, my mom would answer each and every call
with "Ocean Breeze Awnings" until my dad returned to the office around 5 p.m. and route the calls back to the
office for the night. Sometimes he'd forget, and we'd get business calls into the night.
It's not as good as having a fulltime secretary in the office, but most people never knew. It's also way better
than only ever talking to voice mail.
With some of my dad's subcontractors, we'd get to know their family well because sometimes that's who
answered the phone. Nowadays, most smalltime contractors don't even bother with an office phone and just
use their cell phone number as their business phone.
What I'm saying is, you never know when you're calling a contractor if the person on the other end of the line
is a super busy contractor's wife who's trying to handle a couple of kids, supper, and kid’s homework right at
the same time you call.
Crappy doesn't work though. If the customer service is crappy, just hang up or walk away. There's no excuse
for crappy.
Customer service from the first phone call is a good standard for future performance on the jobsite. If a
company takes the time to return your phone calls within 24 to 48 hours, it is a good sign that they want your
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business and can handle it. If they don’t bother to call you back for a week, you can expect the same type of
service if there is a problem with a job.
Not every company is going to be able to answer the phone when you call, so don’t hold this against them.
Like I said, many of the best contractors are small operations. They may or may not have a secretary, and that
secretary may or may not be a member of the family.
Oftentimes you’ll get a return call in the evening from the owner of the business. That’s actually a good sign.
More than likely it means that he’s been out working on the projects himself and just now got back to the
office to return the day’s calls. An owner who still works is usually the guy you’ll want on your job. He’ll take
more pride in what he does, because it’s his name on the business license.
My dad’s business has been a mix of this. He enjoys doing the work himself, so he’s usually on a job
somewhere, but the company grew to the point where he had several crews in different locations. Dad would
still stop by all of the jobsites in person at some point to check on things and often do some of the finish work.
It’s good to be able to see the owner in work clothes and with tools in his hands.
One of my dad’s biggest competitors in this area is just the opposite. He’s a business guy who doesn’t know
anything about what’s going on at the jobsites and pays someone else to manage that for him. There are
several layers between the projects and him, including the subs he hires, his manager, an office manager, a
salesman, and finally him. He’s only in it for the money. That works sometimes and you might get a good job
out of them, but I like guys who worked their way up and understand the jobsite side of things. It’s easier to
go to them if there are problems, too.
I personally don't really want a big corporate vibe from a contractor.
Once you finally get a contractor to return a phone call, schedule an estimate right then. Plan it at least a week
ahead so you can keep doing research. That way, if they don't make your top three, you have time to call and
cancel the estimate without inconveniencing them too much.
If they’re busy, which is a good sign, you might not get an estimate in the same week anyway. However, don’t
settle for an estimate more than a week away. That’s a bad sign that maybe he’s too understaffed and his
busyness occurs not because he has a lot of jobs lined up, but because he just can’t get them all done.
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When you schedule an estimate, many contractors will show up within an hour after the scheduled
appointment time. This is normal. It's still unprofessional, but it is perfectly normal in the industry. If they
show up at all, consider it a good sign.
I always made it a point to show up anywhere around 10-15 minutes early for all appointments. It was in the
Marine Corps that I first learned that 15 minutes early is right on time and right on time is late. It amazed most
clients, as they usually blocked out two hours around the agreed upon appointment time to account for
contractor tardiness. It was also an icebreaker for me, as the first thing I’d say is, “I’m sorry I’m so early.
Sometimes it frightens people when the contractor is early.”
Because contractors are horrible for keeping appointments, give them a little leeway on this but not too much.
If they’re over a half an hour late, call their office or their mobile phone if you have it. If they don’t show up at
all, call an hour after the allotted appointment time to complain and ask for a reason why. If they rated high
on the likeability scale, I’d give them another chance, but only one more. If there’s a professional bone in their
body though, it should be the contractor or his office that calls you when they’re running late or won’t make
it.

When you schedule an appointment, the contractor may ask for several things. These are to make it easier on
him and you.
"Can both decision-makers be there at the same time?"
This is a polite way of asking that both husband and wife (if applicable) be there for the appointment without
asking the real question of "Who's really making the decision on this project?"
This is good for both of you. The contractor wants to be able to go ahead and make a sale if he can by having
everyone there. For you, it gives you both a chance to ask questions while he's there. This saves a lot of time
by not forcing the contractor to go over the project multiple times or both parties enduring an endless back
and forth question and answer game by phone and e-mail.
"I'll need at least two hours for my presentation."
This is a bad sign. This automatically means that a salesman is coming out with a very long and involved
presentation that often ends with a number of hard sell techniques thrown at you.
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I'll leave it up to you, but I tell these guys that they have an hour at most. Any more than that and they're off
my list.
When I used to do estimates for my dad's company, people would often ask how long it takes for an estimate.
It's a valid question. I would always just respond that it won't take longer than an hour. On a short one it
wouldn't. However, if the customer does take longer than that with questions and such, I made myself
available.

Regarding the dark side of customer service, let's talk about fighting with your contractor. Don’t dismiss your
contractor the first time you guys have a fight. It can happen in any relationship, even one with a contractor.
I once sold a very extensive remodeling project to a customer that involved a complete exterior makeover.
After the contracts were signed, and I ordered custom-sized windows and other materials, he wanted to
change certain aspects of the project. I'm not talking about small changes that can be handled with change
orders either. He wanted completely different windows with certain specifics and characteristics that aren't
even possible. They simply did not exist. I don't know where the idea even came from, probably one of those
remodeling shows on television.
I knew this and told him point blank it wasn't possible. He wanted to argue his request and fight over it. He
even went so far as to accuse me of swindling him with the other windows and not providing what he really
wanted. Figuring his personality into it, I fought back, arguing point by point.
And we did argue.
During one telephone conversation I even hung up on him and waited for him to call back. He did, less than
five minutes later. I didn't give him a chance to argue anymore. I simply told him that he had gone beyond the
bounds of the customer-client relationship and challenged my integrity. When my explanation was over he
apologized and said he would be looking forward to the installation date.
By being willing to stand my ground I won him over with my expertise and gained his respect in the process.
We went forward with the original installation date and everything went perfectly. He was an ideal client from
then on and is an excellent reference even now.
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This is a very risky tactic, and I wouldn't suggest trying it with just any customer. A contractor has to
understand the customer’s personality style and make sure that your approach fits them like a glove.
Otherwise, it’s easy to poison a customer relationship, lose a project, make an enemy, and hurt the business
all the way around.
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Are They Local?
Surprisingly, you'll find a lot of contractors that advertise locally to your home aren't local contractors. This
isn't necessarily bad, but it can have huge ramifications to your project.
My dad prefers to work in a two county radius from his office that keeps all of his projects within an hour's
drive and the vast majority of them less than 30 minutes away. This is for several reasons...
•

It keeps prices down.

•

It keeps him from having to add travel costs to a job.

•

It keeps his projects closer to the office for return visits and follow-ups.

•

It keeps the employees happy.

•

It keeps my mom happy because he's home at a decent time.

What you're likely to find with an out-of-town contractor are several issues that may or may not be important
to you.
1. They'll try to give you a hard sell when they show up for an estimate because the salesman doesn't want to
travel that far for follow-up appointments just for a bunch of questions.
2. The price will usually be higher because of additional travel for the contractor and his crew.
3. The contractor is more likely to use local subcontractors who are less under his control.
4. The contractor isn't likely to want to come back for any problems or issues that occur and may even try to
charge you for items that should be covered.
5. Once the project is done and paid for, any future work, such as labor for a warranty issue, is likely to be
vastly overpriced.
6. It's less likely the contractor is properly licensed locally to do the work.
I personally won't hire out of town workers for a job if I don't have to. They're very seldom cheaper, but, even
if they are, an out-of-town main office moves them down a notch or two on the list for me. The only really
good reason to hire someone from out of town is if there just isn't a contractor nearby that does that
particular work.
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If you decide to hire one, just be sure, more than anything, that their local licenses are covered.
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Are They Licensed?
Your contractor will need several licenses to operate legally. This often includes state, county, and possibly a
municipal business license, if he’s working inside city limits. If he does not have these credentials, he should
be steadily moving to the bottom of your call list.
If he doesn’t have a business license, he may not be reporting income or taxes. Guess what that means? He’s
operating an illegal business. There’s a chance you could get into trouble by using him. He may try to convince
you he doesn’t need any type of license whatsoever. If he does this, he’s either lying or doesn’t have a clue.
Both are bad.
In many states there isn’t a state business license, but there are state requirements. My dad’s company is
incorporated, so there is information on the company filed with the South Carolina Secretary of State. For
many construction projects in South Carolina and other states, a professional license or certification is
required for many jobs. There are various licenses required for everything from plumbing to electrical work to
homebuilding.
I lived and worked in South Carolina during my construction career. In South Carolina there are certain
minimum licensing requirements for contractors. There are also certain requirements for local municipalities
as well, such as your county and city. In our area, some neighborhoods even have licensing requirements
because they vet contractors to work in their area to help protect their homeowners.
Be sure you not only check out the requirements for everything from the state on down to the lowest possible
body that might have licensing requirements. Let's check out a few here so you know exactly what I'm talking
about and how to research it on your own.
As with everything else in this book, I'll draw from personal experience with my dad's business Ocean Breeze
Exterior Remodeling.

US Licensing
There are no licensing requirements at the Federal level for contractors, unless they're engaged in certain
extremely dangerous activities that are regulated beyond the state level. I think, for the most part here, we're
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talking homebuilding and remodeling. If you're digging a mine or storing toxic waste, this isn't the book for
you.
At the Federal level, the contractor will often have an Employer Identification Number (EIN) for the IRS and tax
filings. You don't need to worry about that at all. The only real worry here would be if the contractor you hire
is in tax trouble and might go out of business in the middle of your job. There's no real way to find this out,
and he sure isn't going to tell you, so don't even worry about it unless there are warning signs that come up
when you're checking them out.
A good example of a warning sign would be indications that they're going out of business.

State Builder's License
In South Carolina there are a great number of occupations that are regulated and must be licensed to operate.
These range from doctors and lawyers to cosmetologists and massage therapists. It also includes building
contractors.
These occupations are regulated and licensed by the South Carolina Department of Labor, Licensing, and
Regulation. They're easy enough to find at www.llr.state.sc.us. I just did a Google search to find the website.
For construction professionals in SC, there are a number of levels of General Contractor a builder can apply
for. They all require testing to apply and usually also a great deal of paperwork certifying insurance,
accounting, experience, and more.
I won't bother putting down the websites here for each and every state because those addresses will likely
change over time. I would suggest you hop onto your favorite search engine and type in your state and the
words "contractor's license". That should pull up the government agency responsible for them.
I want to show you how I would look up a contractor, so you can replicate the process on your own.
1. Search for the state licensing board. Mine is at http://www.llr.state.sc.us/.
2. Click on Licensee Lookup. This will probably have a different name on other state websites.
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3. Enter the info you have for the company. Many licenses for smaller companies might be under the
contractor's name rather than a business name. I just typed in "Ocean Breeze" and not the entire name.
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4. Here's what popped up. Apparently, there's also a heat and air company nearby with a similar name. If
people were still using phone books a lot, I guarantee we'd get a lot of calls for the other company. There's an
Ocean Breeze Hotel not far from us. We used to get a dozen calls a week for people making hotel reservations.

5. Click on the license number and all the info you need pops up. You can even look up disciplinary infractions
from this page.
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Here's the catch. A lot of the contractors on the list you're making may not show up. This doesn't necessarily
mean you shouldn't work with them. The thing is, if they're not on the list, they're not general contractors. To
boil it down, what this really means is that contractors who show up on this list have...
•

…taken steps to achieve a higher professional status. They're committed to professionalism.

•

…sat through additional continuing education classes to test for the license. They're open to
continually learning more.

•

…satisfied certain financial requirements. They're more likely to be more financially sound and stay in
business.

If a contractor isn't on the list, it doesn't mean they're horrible. It just means they're not among the best of the
best.
Here's some potential pitfalls with contractors who aren't on the list. You'll quickly see how murky it can get if
your contractor doesn't have his own General Contractor license.
1. Borrowing or Renting a License
They may be 'borrowing' a license from another general contractor. This means that a person who is on the
list because they have a current license is renting their name and license number to your contractor. The big
downside to this is that the actual general contractor probably won't have anything to do with your job. It's
just their name on the paperwork. It's actually a good way for a licensed General Contractor to make some
extra money, especially one that's retired. It's just not a smart or ethical way to make that money.
2. Hiring an Employee with a License
They may have hired a person to work for them that has a license. This isn't necessarily a bad thing, as an
employee with a license is more valuable to the company. The only downside is that if the employee leaves or
gets fired halfway through your job, all of a sudden there's no license. The other flipside to this is that the
licensing is partly based on a company's assets. In other words, the employee's license is more than likely tied
to another company he used to work for and not the company working on your project.
3. Franchising a License
This happens sometimes when a local contractor is just the local branch of a bigger company. Sometimes this
happens when the headquarters or larger branch somewhere else acts as the licensed general contractor for
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the one wanting to do your project. The downside is similar to Borrowing or Renting a License in that the
General Contractor who signs the paperwork may not have anything to do with your job.
4. Oops, Where's My License?
Yes, occasionally, you'll find contractors who have no license at all and know some way to fudge the
paperwork for a permit or know just the right guy at the county code enforcement office who'll give him one.
Or they know just what to say to you, as you'll see next in #5.
5. Homeowner Contractor
In many places, a homeowner can act as their own unlicensed General Contractor and sign all the paperwork
necessary to apply for a permit. Basically, in this arrangement it means you're hiring the contractor as a
subcontractor. The big downside to this is that it's your name on the paperwork, and you are ultimately
responsible for everything, not the guy you're hiring to do the work. I would never recommend this option
unless you're a retired builder, truly know what you're doing, and are supervising the work yourself.

I looked up several of my dad's largest competitors by both the owner’s name and company name and
couldn't find them at all. I even looked up their site foremen for the ones whose names I knew. This means
that they fit somewhere in the above list and, more than likely, in several of the categories depending on the
job.

Let me give you a couple of examples of how this goes...
Example 1- You hire a contractor for a small job, both in size and cost, and they don't have a license. They
convince you to do #5 and be the contractor.
Example 2- You hire a contractor to do a really big job like building a house or a complex remodel that's well
over $50,000. They do #1 and call up a homebuilder friend of theirs that licensed and ask how much it will cost
to use his license for the project.
Example 3- You hire a contractor to do a small job under the radar and without a permit because he's the
cheapest guy. Obviously, this guy is working under #4. Many times, that's why he's the cheapest.
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Example 4 or Best Case Scenario- You hire my dad to do a project, big or small, he simply goes to the permit
office at the county, writes in his license number on the application, and you're off and running and enjoying
your new sunroom in no time at all.

I would recommend two things here if a license is really important to you (and it should be). Check them out
online and also ask to see a copy of the license. This way you can see whose name is on it. At my dad's
company, both he and I have gone through the classes and the testing. At one time, it was my name on the
license. Then, after I left to start my own company in a completely unrelated industry, he reapplied and now
the license is in his name. This is a best case scenario as far as licensing goes for a small company. A General
Contractor license was overkill for the vast majority of my dad’s projects, but it represented a highly
professional step for him.
After all, would you rather hire a guy that went a step above what was required for licensing, the guy that’s
barely licensed at all, or the guy that has no license?

A business with a General Contractor's License should have something like this hanging on the wall
somewhere...
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State Business License
Most states require a business license. This is really just a hassle so the state can keep up with a business for
tax reasons, but it also helps legitimize a company in the eyes of the state and others. Ocean Breeze Exterior
Remodeling has been licensed for so long I forgot what the process was, so I looked it up.
And it's quite confusing.
It's easy enough to find the South Carolina government business section by conducting an Internet search for
"SC Business License". That took me to a page where there were so many cross-links to other pages, forms,
sites, and just plain old other stuff that it got crazy really quick.
There was no simple, single checklist that's easily found for a business to follow or for the consumer to check
on. There really should be, and it should be prominent on the front page. I would even recommend a webpage
for consumers and one for businesses, but that's between me and the state. I don't want to burden you with
my ranting against the inefficiencies of government.
There are at least a dozen agencies a business has to register with and pay taxes to. You don't need to mess
with all that. I recommend just one spot to check up on a business, but don't even get bogged down with that,
because the state business license thing really isn't going to help you much.
Just go to your search engine and type in something like "South Carolina search for corporations". If there's a
website for your state where you can do this, it should get you there. Bear in mind, this will only matter if the
contractor you're checking on is incorporated as an LLC or a Corporation.
If you don't find them here, don't worry about it.
My dad's business is incorporated, so I'll show you what I found on Ocean Breeze.
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If you can find your contractor on here, go ahead and check them out. As you can see, my dad's business is
incorporated and is in Good Standing with the state.
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County or Municipality Business License
This is the business license you really need to check up on. If a contractor does not have a business license for
the area they're working in, they can't pull permits. They're not really official or legal to work in that area
without a proper license.
This can get a little tricky for the contractor, so know where you live before you start calling around. Once
someone comes to your house for an estimate, be sure to let them know your municipality right away. Where
my dad works, homeowners don't always know, and, to be honest, many times the municipalities don't know
without consulting a map.
For example, Ocean Breeze has business licenses for two counties where they operate and also half a dozen
incorporated cities and towns. Each one has different rules, tax rates, and procedures. Not knowing what's
required can land the contractor and you in hot water.
I would certainly recommend you ask to see a copy of the business license before signing a contract. The only
instance where it's acceptable not to have one is if it's in the beginning of the year. In Myrtle Beach, SC where
we work often, contractors renew their business license with their first job. In other words, Ocean Breeze may
not have a license in January if there haven't been any jobs there. However, once they apply for their first
permit for a project, the business license is renewed along with it. If this is the case, you can always ask to see
a copy of the license as soon as it's issued, because it will have to be issued before work begins.
I've got to be honest. Very few people over the years have ever asked me or my dad to see a copy of the
license. Even so, it's a baseline indicator for me if a business can legally operate. It also carries a hefty penalty,
including the potential for jail time if not followed. As the homeowner who hires someone not licensed locally,
you don't want to be a party to that. I highly doubt you'd get in much trouble, but there are few protections
for you if you get swindled or something goes wrong.

Here's part of a notice from a business license letter that is sent out for Horry County, SC for renewals...
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Community Licenses
Depending on where you live, there may be additional licenses required for your community. You'd be
surprised how often this is in place and homeowners have no idea. Be sure to check your Homeowner's
Association (HOA) rules and ask around before getting any estimates. This way, you can mention it to the
contractor and let them know.
This is important for two big reasons. You don't want to get started and have the job stop because they didn't
have the proper neighborhood license. This is the kind of thing a contractor usually has to charge for, because
of time involved and application fees. In other words, it affects the price.
There is one neighborhood where Ocean Breeze works where my dad has to provide insurance documentation
greater than that asked for by the county or city. He also has to have each worker go in and get an ID badge
with a photograph on it. Not only does this take time for him and all of the employees, but he also has to pay a
small fee for the badges. It may sound like an onerous process, but the community does it to protect their
homeowners by vetting companies before they're allowed to work in there.

By employing a contractor with no licensing, you’re asking for trouble. In some areas, this also provides you
with less protection should there be trouble with an unfinished project or he starts asking for more money
once the project starts. Courts, juries, and legal authorities look more favorably on a homeowner who actually
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checked out the guy doing their work instead of just hiring him with no background check at all. I’m not saying
you need to hire a private investigator for this. Just do a little homework on your own.
Checking up on a potential contractor is a great reason to visit his office, even if he doesn’t have a showroom.
Most of them won’t carry their licenses around. They’ll be framed in the office or in a file. Checking out his
office will also give you a glimpse into his operation, but more on that later.

Just in case you think it's not important to check on licensing, take a glance at this headline from a pool and
spa industry magazine. Every year this happens after hurricane season.
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Here are samples of the Ocean Breeze business licenses...
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Are Their Workers Employees or Subcontractors?
As you’re checking out contractors, one item of interest will be if they use employees or subcontractors.
Although both can be fine, there are positives and negatives for each.
My dad always used employees and only employed subcontractors for specialties that he didn’t need so often
or have expertise in. Certain specialties that he used subs for were electrical work, concrete, roofing, and
heating and air. For everything else, which was 99% of his work, he used his own employees.
Aside from verifying insurance on his subcontractors, my dad also had a lengthy subcontractor agreement that
the subs had to sign and agree to. This even forces his subs to be among the best of the best before he’ll use
them.

Employees
There are several upsides to a contractor that uses employees. They’ve likely been with him longer, which
makes them more experienced and competent to his projects. They’re more like family to him. If they screw
up, he knows where to find them easily enough. They’re more likely to hold their own work product to a
higher standard. They want the boss to be proud, because, at some point they’ll want a raise and a promotion.
Really the only downside I can think of for employees is that sometimes they can get complacent by working
with someone for so long. Complacency can lead to haphazard work. I have seen that over the years with my
dad’s business. Several of his really longtime employees got old and tired and their work product suffered for
it. So did their hustle. That's easy to fix though. They either get motivated or it's time for the younger
employees to step up and take over.

Subcontractors
Most of your larger companies and especially homebuilders use subcontractors. They do this for several
reasons. One is to save money, both legally and illegally. The legal way is that they don’t have to pay any kind
of benefits, and they only pay by the job. In other words, they’re not paying these guys to sit around the office
or for any commute time. It’s in the sub’s best interest to get the job done quickly. Quick isn’t always best
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though. The illegal way is that the contractor avoids taxes on the employees. For a lot of builders, they’d be
hard-pressed to prove that their subs were truly independent contract workers if they were ever audited by
the IRS.
Among subcontractors is where you’ll usually find illegal migrant workers. Although your contractor is
responsible for them, he’ll never check his sub’s employees as well as his own. If he employs guys that he’s
paying taxes on, you know that he checked them out.

All of that sounds really bad, but using subs is how it’s done for the majority of contractors. You just have to
make sure that you act as kind of a secondary supervisor if you employ a sub-based contractor.
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Are They Insured?
So far, I've given you instructions for checking out things that could matter, things that are important, and
even a few things that don't really matter at all and are purely up to you. Not this one.
Insurance is one that I consider a necessity to check on. This is one of the rare items that can absolutely wreck
and ruin your life if something goes wrong. Most of the other items I had you check out just affected the
contractor if they got caught and wouldn't come back to bite you, with the exception of the botched project.
There are several very important insurance requirements. I apologize if these explanations sound too
technical, but they're often written in very technical and ill-defined terms on purpose by the insurance
companies so as to be able to deny claims. Insurance is just one of those necessary evils that contractors have
to have, but it costs them a fortune, and they hope to never use it.

Disclaimer- Bear in mind that I am not an insurance agent, do not know insurance products intimately like an
agent would, and am not considered the best resource for any questions about what I'm writing here. I hope
that covers it. Maybe I should buy an Errors and Omissions (E&O) policy to cover me in case it didn't.

Insurance is all about managing risk for both the policy holder and the insurance company, so don't expect
your contractor to have every insurance product available with maximum limits on each one. Below each type
of policy are standard limits that you'll find on them. Bear in mind, these may not transfer from state to state,
as each state will have its own minimums that are required.
Automobile Insurance
Commercial auto insurance is crazy expensive. I know, because I see the bills that come into my dad's office.
Just be aware that many small contractors will be driving a personal vehicle for their work truck. That vehicle is
sometimes only covered under their personal policy.
This sounds fine, right?
Nope. Many personal policies will not cover a vehicle being used for commercial use.
59

Limits•

$1,000,000 Combined single limit each accident for bodily injury and property damage.

•

Include coverage on all owned, hired, and nonowned automobiles. This little item here will cover the
contractor even if he shows up in his personal vehicle, which many of them do. Ocean Breeze carries
this coverage so that any personal vehicles that are used are covered. This includes him, anyone that
drives directly to a jobsite in their own vehicle, and the salesmen, who usually drive their own cars.

Commercial General Liability Insurance
This is standard insurance coverage for a business that covers bodily injury and property damage at their
premises, on job locations, during operations, during use of their products, and on completed projects.
A few examples of what this would cover for a contractor...
•

Someone other than the contractor and his employees slips and falls on the jobsite

•

A person is hit by a piece of machinery at the contractor's office

•

An installed project falls down and someone is hurt

This is a very expensive insurance product that many contractors do not carry but should.
Limits•

$1,000,000 each occurrence (combined single limit for bodily injury and property damage);

•

$1,000,000 for personal and advertising injury liability;

•

$1,000,000 aggregate on products and completed operations;

•

$2,000,000 general aggregate.

Worker's Compensation Insurance
This is the insurance that covers the contractor and his employees if they get hurt on a jobsite. Once again, not
many contractors carry it. Workers comp is a tricky issue and not as cut and dry as other types of insurance.
Even for small businesses where a contractor carries worker's compensation insurance on his employees, the
owner can often exclude himself from the policy. This means that the owner has no insurance if he gets hurt,
other than what his private health insurance might pay. The catch there is that his private health insurance
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probably won't pay if he was hurt while performing a commercial or for-profit service, i.e. his business building
your house.
Limits•

$1,000,000 each accident for bodily injury by accident

•

$1,000,000 each employee for bodily injury by disease

•

$1,000,000 policy limit for bodily injury by disease

If any of this interests you on a curiosity basis, check out sometime what specific limits worker's comp claims
pay out. An agent one time told me about certain payouts for broken teeth on a per tooth basis, a severed
limb with different payouts for fingers versus larger limbs, and more. It's crazy.
On the worker's compensation front, be sure to ask about how your contractor's subcontractors are covered.
Many insurance companies won't cover subs through the contractor's policy. That's one of the reasons I never
liked using subcontractors unless I really needed them at my dad's business. Because it's expensive, most subs
do not carry their own insurance.
Here's a hypothetical question for you. Let's say you hire a contractor, and he hires subcontractors to do your
project. His policy won't cover them, and they don't have their own policy. One of the subs falls off your roof
and breaks his back. Remember, he doesn't have his own insurance and the contractor's insurance won't
cover him.
What's he gonna do?
Is this poor guy out of luck and paralyzed for the rest of his life with no insurance.
Not at all.
By working at your house and with your implied consent, he's probably going to end up filing a claim on your
homeowner's insurance policy and driving your policy rates to the sky.
He may also sue (in no certain order)•

the Contractor

•

the Contractor's insurance company

•

You
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•

Your homeowner's policy insurance company

It's likely everyone will settle, your rates will go up, your job will never be finished, and the contractor will go
out of business and start up a new business doing the same thing under a different business name.
Yes. It happens.

So, how do you verify insurance? Just ask to see a certificate of insurance. Most contractors won't have one
handy, so ask early, so they can get it from their insurance agent. Feel free to ask for one from their subs as
well. The contractor is likely to have this one handy, because he should've already asked for it from his sub so
he could turn it in to his own agent.
Insurance is another, and possibly the biggest, reason why the cheapest bare bones contractor is seldom the
best one. If his price is way lower than any other bids, watch out! Or at least check him out. The cheapest guy
may not have any insurance, in order to save money. That's not a business. That's a guy with a truck, a few
tools, and an accident waiting to happen.

On the next page is an example of what an insurance certificate looks like...
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Are They Messy?
For really small jobs, this may not be a necessity, but for anything over that I recommend checking out his
office. Checking out the contractor’s office will tell you a lot about him and his business and give you a pretty
good idea what the experience of working with him will be like.
So, what should you expect out of the office?
First of all, you should expect to be able to drop by there at some point and the doors be open. So many
construction offices are never open to the public or the customers that it’s the norm, but I suggest going
beyond that. Your contractor may not have a fulltime or even part-time secretary, but you should still be able
to make an appointment and visit. The way the office is set up will depend on what kind of contractor he is.
Your biggest, best, and possibly most expensive contractors will have an office somewhere, usually in a strip
mall or maybe in a warehouse they own. They’ll have a lobby with a secretary. They’ll usually have some kind
of a showroom or room with samples displayed. Beyond that, and usually not open to the public will be a
warehouse where they keep materials and tools and hide the smelly workers.
Disclaimer- It's okay if they're smelly and dirty. It's a good sign that they've been working. If the workers look
like models from a catalog, you have to ask yourself, "Just who's doing the work?"
Other construction offices will be any mix of that and more. Let me tell you about my dad’s business, so you
can have a good idea of what you should be able to expect out of a professional company.
My dad’s office is in a large warehouse that he built and owns. We always considered it a working showroom.
There are two offices at the front of the building. A fulltime secretary occupies one and my dad the other. She
does all the secretarial and office duties, but is also on hand to show customers around the showroom, help
them make selections, and answer questions when the boss isn’t around.
If you walk through my dad’s office, it takes you out to the warehouse where all the materials and tools are
kept. Most companies won’t show this to the customers, but he's always really proud of it. It's clean and the
materials are well organized. My dad also has a huge collection of antique tools out there. His main client
base, baby boomers and older, really enjoy the old tools and cleanliness of the shop area. It impresses them
because that’s what they want to see at their home. Most of his clients are in their final homes, and they get
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the impression that if my dad’s crews treats their home as well as they did the warehouse, then they’ll be
alright.
If you exit the shop area and walk around the building you’ll find a complete showroom with a deck and a
sunroom. A showroom that goes beyond a big stack of samples and brochures says a lot about a business. It
says that a contractor is willing to invest in showing his customer what they can expect. My dad’s customers
enjoy visiting the offices because they can touch and feel the materials in the warehouse just like they can at
Lowe’s or Home Depot. They can also go into the showroom and play with the windows and doors and look at
color and product choices.
Keep all of this in mind when you visit your prospective contractor’s office.
I always recommend visiting the bathroom at their office as well. If you go into the bathroom at my dad’s
office, you’ll see the usual cleaning supplies and also wage and labor law posters on the wall. Not much else.
You’ll also notice that it’s clean.
If you go into a contractor’s bathroom and there are posters of nude women or bikini calendars, you should
definitely take that as a cautionary sign. Also beware if, upon entering the bathroom, you would feel safer just
going back outside and finding a tree. If you'd rather pee outside or need to hold your breath and not touch
anything, keep that in the back of your mind when a worker asks to borrow your restroom after eating a
greasy lunch.
So, what if your contractor works out of a home office? No problem. Ask to visit him at his office anyway. He
may have a nice home office that he doesn’t mind showing off. He may also suggest a coffee shop somewhere
or meeting at one of his jobsites. All those are okay, because any of them will give you a chance to see how he
operates when he’s not in your home in total sales mode. If a contractor is really smart and on the ball, he’ll
turn his home and his home office into a showroom. I did that with my home, because it was just a few blocks
away from my dad’s main office. If a customer wanted to see an actual installation instead of a static
showroom display, we’d send them to my house. There they’d see lots of different projects installed on the
house.
What if the contractor works out of a truck office? It’s basically the same situation as the home office. If this is
the case, just ask if you can meet him at an active jobsite. Have him give you a tour. It doesn’t even have to be
a job just like yours either. Right now, what you really want to see is how good he handles his customer's
home. Be sure to take a peek inside his truck as well. I wouldn’t expect it to be spotless, because he is working
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out of it. It should be organized though. A truck with papers strewn all over the place and fourteen days worth
of fast food wrappers in the floor is a bad sign. It’s a signal that he’ll likely miss an appointment or lose
paperwork at some point or your contract will have barbecue sauce stains all over it, which is kind of gross.
The best case scenario is that you will find a truck that’s maybe a little dirty on the outside from unpaved
jobsites. On the interior you’ll find a small file box or portable plastic file holder. You should also find product
samples and boxes of brochures and pamphlets.
You know what’s really fun when a guy works out of his truck? Ask him to drive you to another jobsite in it.
Then watch him scramble to move all the crap out of his passenger seat to accommodate you. If he insists on
working out of his truck to maintain a professional business, make him earn your business. Realtors work out
of their cars all the time and they have no trouble keeping them looking good.
The last option I’ll mention is the warehouse space. Many contractors will just keep a warehouse somewhere
to house materials in lieu of a real office. If this is so, don’t feel bad for wanting to visit this space. Follow the
same basic procedures as an office. Check it for cleanliness and organization. Look at the products on hand.
And don’t forget to check out that bathroom.
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Just to give you a great example, here are a few pics from the Ocean Breeze Exterior Remodeling facilities. All
of my dad's operations are housed in one large warehouse building.
The office, including a small coffee bar...
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The showroom...
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The warehouse...
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Are They Certified?
Certifications fall into that category of really awesome but not necessary. I'm talking about voluntary
certifications here, not required business licenses. Most of these will be industry certifications from third party
groups, continuing education classes from colleges or other agencies, or manufacturer designations.
Certifications prove that a contractor has taken extra steps, time, and money to accomplish something more.
It implies a higher degree of professionalism and excellence. One great thing about certifications is that many
of them are for individuals and not just the company. That means that the contractor is having his employees
also learn more and not just doing all of it himself in his spare time.
Over the years I've been through a lot of these certification classes. Some of them require almost no work (just
filling out a form), some of them require a little bit (sending in paperwork to prove certain things), and others
go all the way and require proctored tests and classwork. I've done some of each.
If a Contractor has some of these certifications, you usually won't have to ask to see them. He'll likely be very
proud of them and you'll see the evidence of it on his ads, brochures, and things he says.
In addition to the added level of protection, some certifications carry huge perks for the contractor that get
passed on to you. Some of them offer lower insurance rates, extended warranties, access to premium
materials, and more.
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Are They Online?
I suggest you do a little cyberstalking on your contractor to check them out prior to hiring them. There are
several good places to do this, but don’t go overboard or spend too much time on it. This part of the vetting
process is for light informational purposes only, not a detailed criminal background check.

Website
We already covered this, but it's worth mentioning again here. Check out the company website. There’s really
no excuse for a professional company these days to not have at least a basic website. Don’t expect much on it
or hope to see lots of flashy graphics and videos. All you really need here is a home page, a photo gallery, and
links to his social media sites.
If you run across a builder who uses a Facebook page or a blog as his website, that’s fine too, as long as you
can find the information you need to contact him.

Social Media
If a contractor has social media sites, like a Facebook page or Twitter feed, check them out. See what other
people have said on these pages. Don’t forget though, that this guy’s a contractor. He may not be posting that
often to his pages, unless his secretary is doing it for him. What you’re looking for is if anyone has said
anything bad about him. Social media is one of the first places people go these days if they can’t get a remedy
from the business owner. Almost as useful as the complaints are the way he answers them online. This will tell
you a lot about him.
Ocean Breeze Exterior Remodeling posts to a couple of sites where my dad's primary customer base is. If you
want to check him out as an example, feel free. You can find them at the following links or just search for
"Ocean Breeze Exterior Remodeling".
Facebook- www.facebook.com/OceanBreezeExteriorRemodeling
Pinterest- www.pinterest.com/oceanbreezeexteriors
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Youtube- Type “Ocean Breeze Exterior Remodeling” into the Youtube search tool.

Blog or Podcast
Not many contractors will do blogs or podcasts, but it's pretty cool if you find one that does. You should be
able to find the links to these on a contractor's website. My dad's blog for his business is hosted on his
website.

General Search
Do a cursory Internet search on the contractor. Just type in his business name and the city where he’s located
and nothing else. I’m serious about a cursory search here. Anything more will bog you down longer than is
necessary. Once you pull up the initial search page, look no further than two pages of search links. If there are
any glaring legal violations or huge customer disputes with him that hit the Internet, they’ll pop up quickly. If
not, they’re likely old or irrelevant. It’s not a big deal if your chosen contractor doesn’t pop up in the first
listings. After all, they’ve got better things to work on than search engine optimization (SEO).

Better Business Bureau, Yelp, Angie's List and Others
You can feel free to check on these, but I don't place much value in online reviews. If you look hard enough,
you can always find both good and bad, including both 5 and 1 star reviews.
Take any reviews with a grain of salt, whether they're good or bad. I would actually recommend paying more
attention to what people say in the middle-of-the-road reviews. Pay more attention to the reviews between 2
and 4 stars. These will often be people on the low end that were unhappy but not crazy. On the high end,
they'll likely be people that were happy with the project but not bought out.
For years there have been problems with various sites of all kinds with paid reviews. There is a huge market
out there for companies to pay writers to pen really awesome reviews and then post them. That's why on
Amazon, you should pay more attention to verified purchasers than simple reviews. Even so, sometimes
companies will have a person buy a product and then reimburse them plus some extra for the great review.
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Just be careful putting too much dependence on them.
With the Better Business Bureau, you can access the BBB and enter a company name to see if any complaints
or disputes pop up. Pay attention to the disputes and absolutely none to the letter rating. The BBB is a
business, and their business operates on membership money and customer complaints. Their model is geared
to coercing businesses to join with a paid membership in order to boost their ratings.
What you should pay attention to at the BBB website is the complaints. What do they say? How are they
handled? Were they resolved? Just read through them for your investigation on this front.
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Are They in Any Professional Associations?
Hardly any of your illegal or fly-by-night contractors will belong to any associations. There are many types of
associations around, and they usually have both local and national level groups.

Some examples of professional building associations...
•

American Institute of Architects

•

American Society of Concrete Contractors

•

Association of Collegiate Schools of Architecture

•

Association of Pool & Spa Professionals

•

Chicago Architecture Foundation

•

Concrete Sawing & Drilling Association

•

Council on Tall Buildings and Urban Habitat

•

Florida Swimming Pool Association

•

Illuminating Engineering Society of North America

•

Industrial Fabrics Association International

•

International Code Council

•

National Association of Homebuilders

•

National Association of the Remodeling Industry

•

National Kitchen and Bath Association

•

National Remodeling Foundation

•

National Terrazzo and Mosaic Association

•

Ornamental Metal Institute of New York

•

Portland Cement Association

•

U.S. Green Building Council

Instead of looking up any of them and searching for a contractor, you can just ask them if they are a member
of any. It'll save you a lot of time.
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Don’t take it as a bad sign if your list of contractors includes companies that aren’t members. It’s by no means
necessary to be a good builder. My dad was a member several at one time. He joined mainly because it gave
him a discount on his home show booth. The associations served no other useful purpose for him, so he
eventually dropped his membership.
If a contractor is a member, you can always call the building association to check on a member or report any
ethics or code violations. Just remember, though, that they’re there to work for and protect the builder, not
you. These associations will circle the wagons at the first sign of trouble and usually assist a builder in hiding
any problems or infractions before they’ll report them to you. Don’t forget that they’re membership driven as
well. If you’re thinking of hiring a non-member contractor, they’re just as likely to badmouth him in favor of
one of their members.
Chamber of Commerce memberships offer no benefit to you at all. Most construction companies only join
them for more access to leads. You’ll find that most contractors only join for networking, free meals, drinking
buddies, discounts on home shows or insurance, or as a sign of their professional association.
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Are They Specialists, Generalists, or Jack-of-All-Trades?
At some point as you weed through your list of contractors, you’ll need to make the distinction between hiring
a generalist or a specialist.
A generalist will be a contractor who says he can do anything, tries to do everything, and is really good at
some of it. The only difference between a really good generalist, a mediocre one, and a bad one is the
percentage of what they can do right. You won't know what that percentage is though, until your project
becomes one of the numbers in the figuring.
There’s a reason that almost all contractors place a distinction between homebuilding and remodeling. It’s
because there are huge differences between the way the work is done. They require different skill levels,
different employees or subs, different ways to work with you, and so many other things I can’t even list them
all. Even among homebuilders and remodelers you can find more distinctions. That is where you find true
specialists. Among homebuilders you’ll find companies that specialize in single family cookie cutter dwellings,
luxury homes, waterfront homes on stilts, hurricane proof homes, minimalist homes, and many others.
Among remodelers, you can find the same distinctions above and many more. Examples include kitchens, addon rooms, tree houses, bathrooms, historic restoration, insurance restoration, disaster-proofing, and more, or
any combination of the above.
My dad’s company specializes in exterior remodeling. They would only do work on the outside of the house
such as decks, sunrooms, patios, awnings, carports, and a litany of other projects, but only on the outside. In
the area of exterior remodeling he even specialized further by not doing certain types of jobs. His company
would not do window replacements or whole house vinyl siding. My dad knew what he was good at, knew
what he was fast at, knew where he could make the profit margins he needed, and he stuck with that.
It keeps him and his customers happy.
If you have need for a specific type of construction for your project and a construction specialist exists in your
area, I’d suggest you place him high on the list. Sometimes he’ll be the more expensive one, but it’s usually
worth it. A specialist contractor means fewer problems, faster jobs, and less trouble for you. Think about it, in
the construction arena, the specialists are the companies that all the others try to emulate and copy. If there
are any new innovations in the field, it’s usually the specialists that pioneered it.
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Here's a great example of several aspects of our talk thus far.
Ocean Breeze Exterior Remodeling worked on the project in the photo below. They didn't do all of it though.
Employees or Subcontractors- Ocean Breeze worked as a subcontractor on this project for a homebuilder. As
such, they were required to furnish a Certificate of Insurance to prove that they had all the necessary
insurance covered.
Licensing- The homebuilder acted as the General Contractor on this project, but Ocean Breeze was still
required to have a county business license.
Specialties, Generalists, or Jack-of-All Trades- Ocean Breeze installed the screen walls and screen roof on this
project. They didn't install the pool, shingles, brick, concrete, or landscaping.
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By now, you should have a decent checklist of contractors that you've investigated, spoken to, and/or checked
out in person. Hopefully, they've naturally arranged themselves into an agreeable list that gives you at least a
clear top three to call for estimates.
Now it's time to call those three back and arrange estimate appointments or just wait for them to come out if
you've already scheduled them.
By now, you're probably getting anxious and wanting to make some decisions and get started. Don't worry.
We're almost there. Just stay patient for now. If you get into too much of a hurry, you're liable to make
mistakes.
Don't fret if the top three don't work out for some reason. It will take a little more time, but you may have to
go back and examine your list again.
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Throughout this book are references to checklists and other items.
Be sure to check online at…
redteamgoals.com/finding-the-right-builder-or-remodeler
for printable copies so that you don’t have to tear them out or write in your copy
of the book.
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Time to Make a Decision
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Looking at the Price
Price is usually the biggest issue with potential clients, even more so than the issues that could incur legal
penalties if the homeowner or contractor were caught. In my days working for my dad’s company, many
clients never asked about insurance, licensing, or professional memberships. The only thing that mattered to
them was the price. I lost jobs for pennies against companies that could not hold a candle to my dad’s.
I once lost a job over a $200 price difference. A few months later the customer called me back to do repairs on
the project because the original contractor would not come back out to fix the problems after he got paid.
Pricing is part of the reason I recommend you check out contractors before signing on the dotted line. When
you get bids for a project, there is likely to be a great disparity in the contractors, and it doesn’t matter if it's
remodeling or homebuilding.
Some of them are businessmen who make a living off of doing a job right. Some of them get by and will likely
be in another business or working for someone at some point soon (hopefully not before your project is
finished). Some of them are merely rednecks who own pick-up trucks and a few tools and call that a business.
The businessmen will always cost more because they run real companies and are in it for the long haul. They
have overhead items like insurance, licensing, and an office. They pay for marketing and brochures. It costs
them more to do your project right. Consider that if you hire a contractor based only on price.
I won’t talk much more about price because there are so many variables that can change it. Let me leave you
with one point to remember regarding cost.

Remember that the cheapest is not always the best.
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Examining the Contract
At some point a contract will come up. These can vary greatly among contractors and you should pay close
attention to every part of it. The basic point of a contract is simple, as you can see from this quote from a
recent article in Qualified Remodeler magazine...

Make sure all of the individual specific parts are filled in correctly, such as name, address and phone number.
Be sure all of the project description parts are also filled in correctly.
Then, make sure you also check out all the fine print. This is usually on the back.
Rather than sit here and talk about a bunch of contract mumbo jumbo, I'd rather just walk you through a
couple of examples from my dad's company.
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Here are a couple of examples of construction contracts that did not come from Ocean Breeze Exterior
Remodeling. For the most part, I'll let you draw your own conclusions. However, I do want you to question if
these would be good enough for you as the consumer.

Here's one from an electrical contractor. There was no backside or fine print.
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Here's one from an unlicensed contractor. Once again, no backside or fine print.
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The procedure for Ocean Breeze Exterior Remodeling is this...
1. Send someone out to do an estimate. This could be my dad or his salesman.
2. For the estimate leave behind a hand-written document outlining the proposed project and the price. For
Ocean Breeze, this is written out on a carbon form so that both he and the potential customer have copies of
the same write-up. On the back is the standard fine print that is on all his contracts.
3. Later on during the selling process or if a job is decided on, a complete computer generated contract with
product and project specifications is created. Once again, on the back is the same fine print that was on the
back of the hand-written estimate.
I'll show you what I'm talking about...
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Front page of the hand-written estimate-
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Sample of a computer generated contract for a patio cover-
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Here's a copy of the back page of all of his contracts. As you can see, it covers a lot more to protect both the
contractor and the customer than what you'll see on most remodeling contracts.
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Forking Out a Deposit
Once you're happy with everything including a contractor, the proposed project, and the price, it's time for
money to change hands.
Your contractor will soon be asking for a deposit, so don't be scared when he does this. Most contractor
horror stories start with, "He took my money and never came back to do the job", but it's a necessary task in
this business, kind of like insurance is for the contractor.
A deposit shows intent and trust on both sides. You won’t get on the schedule and materials won’t be ordered
without a deposit. Despite the stereotype of the shady contractor who takes your money and runs, a deposit is
an important part of the process.
You see, there's a flipside on the deposit issue for the contractor as well. I’ve seen the business from the
contractor side of things, and it gets scary sometimes too. For every shady contractor out there, there is also
the potential for a shady homeowner.
Instead of, "Should I give a deposit?", you should ask, "How much?" Proper amounts for deposits vary
according to job types and the location of your project. My dad's business is in South Carolina, and he always
asks for a 40% deposit on his projects. This amount may differ in certain areas or even be regulated by law, so
check in your area.
If a customer wanted to just buy special order materials and do the job himself or another contractor wanted
to buy materials, they paid in full up front. Material sales were different, because, in that respect, we were no
different than Lowe’s or any other home improvement store.
On the deposit amount I personally always go more on how I feel about the contractor and if I felt his deposit
amount is justified. In my dad's industry 40% of the total project cost is standard, as it covers the cost of most
or all of the materials.
Although many of my dad’s customers pay half or sometimes pay in full on a small job, I personally would
never pay in full upfront. If a contractor needs more than a deposit before beginning work, it’s sometimes a
bad sign, because it might signal that he doesn’t have enough money in his own accounts to get caught up on
paying for past projects, paying his workers, or keeping the electricity on at the office. If that’s the case, it is
more likely he might take your money and run or go out of business before ever starting.
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If you’re nervous about the deposit, but you like the contractor, just ask him about it. Chances are, it’s just his
business model. Although technically the deposit is to cover the initial cost of materials for your project,
especially custom materials, it helps the contractor by providing general operating capital while he finishes
other jobs and waits for them to pay in full.
If you feel like you need to, go ahead and try to negotiate, but be aware that this may backfire on you. The
idea of a reasonable deposit is that it’s to establish trust between both parties. Arguing over a few pennies on
a job you want is kind of silly, as long as it’s a reasonable deposit. It gives the contractor a bad taste in his
mouth about you and puts him on high alert that you might end up being one of those problem clients. In the
deposit phase, you’re still in a position where he can fire you as a client just as easily as you can say no to the
job. Don’t forget that an estimate and any contract discussions are as much an interview of you as it is you
checking him out. I’d suggest you do all your negotiating on the total price and not the deposit.
On some projects, especially large remodeling jobs and homes, the subject of a draw comes up. A draw and a
deposit are two separate things, but both are common and legal in the construction business. Whereas a
deposit is money given to the contractor before the job begins, a draw is money delivered to the contractor at
some agreed upon point in the construction. My dad wouldn’t even mess with a draw unless he was doing a
job over $10,000. On the larger jobs he would often do one or two draws at special points in the process, such
as when a new sunroom was under roof and the windows were delivered or something like that. All of it was
always spelled out in the contract though.
If your contractor asks for draws in the project process, just spell out clearly in the contract when and how
much. If you’re not happy with what he says, like if you’re giving him way too much money upfront, then this
is a great area to negotiate on with times and draw amounts.
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Applying for a Permit
Permits are a tricky issue.
For the sake of government officials, regulators, and big brother types who are reading this book, you should
ALWAYS secure the proper building permits when completing a construction project. For those of us who live
in the regular world where we strive to be free from inane regulations, restrictions, government workers who
come after you to justify their jobs and enforce double taxation in the form of little scraps of paper that go by
other names, I’d say, no, you don’t always need a permit.
It just depends on the job.
I understand why building permits exist and why they're often necessary. I just really hate what goes into
them. If you ever want an example of government inefficiency and bureaucracy, ask your contractor if you can
accompany him on the various trips to the building department to see what goes into it. It takes hours of
paperwork, phone calls, e-mails, and in-person visits to get even a simple permit pretty much anywhere in the
United States. It's so bad in many large cities that builders even hire independent contractors whose only job
is to sit at the building department and file for permits. These fixers are often former building officials who
know how to run the system and get things pushed through.
Have your contractor get a permit if…
…you live in a place where the neighbors are going to rat you out and call the building department the minute
someone starts hammering. Otherwise, you and the builder could end up paying a fine on top of the permit
and then dealing with an angry inspector.
…the project you’re having done is very extensive and involves something like plumbing or electrical. It’s best
to play it safe.
…you are building a house, doing a complete home remodel, adding a new room that ties into the house, or
anything huge and extensive.
…you don’t trust the contractor explicitly.
…you don’t know enough to check on things behind the contractor.
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I could come up with a million reasons why you should get a permit, but I’m sure you get my drift. Use your
own judgment. In most jurisdictions a vast majority of projects will require permits, although for a great many
of them they are unnecessary.
In South Carolina, where my dad’s business operated, there are several reasons why a permit might be
required. Just to stay safe and on good terms with the building officials, my dad gets a permit on everything. It
raises costs, but it keeps him in the clear. Many of his competitors don't bother with them and just deal with it
when they get caught.
One last reason might be needed is to make things easier in the future when you sell the house. If you do a
large project, especially something that adds to the outside of the house like a sunroom, room addition,
garage, or pool, for example, that's going to show up on records somewhere as being a new thing and not part
of the original construction. Then, when you try to sell the house, someone says, "Oh, hey, there was no
permit ever pulled for this. I want you to get a permit on file for this before I'm willing to buy because I need
to know it was done right and will stand up to the Earth, Wind, and Fire."
That's a 70s music reference there that some of you may get. If not, just know that it means that the addition
you had installed that your builder didn't get a permit for now needs to be inspected by someone at the
county or city level. This could mean a fine, a double permit fee, condemnation of the house and project
because it's deemed unsafe, or massive modifications to bring it up to code if it was not done properly in the
first place.
I have seen this happen, and it can be a nightmare.
One of my dad's competitors got caught for not pulling permits on projects for several years. He had to go
back and do a lot of work, endure a lot of inspections, and pay a lot of money. Just a double permit fee as a
fine on several years of jobs was trouble enough. It all happened because he fired his general manager and the
general manager retaliated by turning in a list of jobs with no permits. Interestingly enough, that former
general manager set up his own business and is now another competitor for my dad. I hope he learned his
lesson and is getting his own permits when they're needed now.
Like insurance, permits are a necessary expense for the contractor. It's also a source of revenue for the
municipality. Instead of issuing permits only for the reasons of safety and compliance with codes and
regulations, the government often uses them as a revenue source, which put the inspectors in a position
where they need to force permits and issue fines to justify their jobs.
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Someone once told me that in Asheville NC you had to get a permit just to perform simple repairs or
modifications inside your home. In other words, want to repair a hole in the sheetrock, get a permit. If it’s
true, that’s absolutely idiotic, pointless, and creates an unfair burden on citizens.
By now, you may be catching my tone. Overall, I don’t like inspectors or the building departments that run
them. For the most part, it’s a safe way for politicians to raise taxes for government revenue by calling it a
permit and not a tax increase. To me, this makes government employees out to be nothing more than
legalized con men. Government grifters, if you will.
So, I’ll say it again, make your contractor get a permit if you can’t get around it or if you feel like you need it.
Otherwise, try to get by without one. If you do need a permit, pay the contractor to do it. Let him mess with all
the hassles and fun of dealing with the building department staff.
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Since it's sort of related to permits, I'll go ahead and mention the issue of Homeowner's Association (HOA) and
Architectural Review Board (ARB) approvals.
For many communities these are always required, no matter what the project is or the size or amount of it, if
it is on the exterior or seen from the exterior. These are kind of like permits, in that they're a necessary
expense.
On these approvals, I say, "Always get them before work starts. Every single time."
If you don't get one, and you should've, it can mean big trouble for you down the road. This can actually entail
a lot more trouble, including monetary fines, than not getting a building permit. Communities have rules, and
they want them followed. In the end, it's meant to protect and preserve the look and feel of the
neighborhood, no matter how oppressive it can feel.
Your first step before even calling your first contractor should be to check the rules. Even if you don't find your
project listed or rejected within the rules, at least it gives you a starting point to work from. If nothing else, the
rules will often spell out the procedure for applying for approval. This will be helpful, because you can show it
to the contractor during the estimate process. Occasionally, there will be items in there that costs money for
the contractor, and he will need to charge for it. The rules may also help him limit what he offers you, thereby
reducing your choices. It's not his fault, but it happens.
In one neighborhood where Ocean Breeze works, the community approval requires a building permit, even for
projects where the county doesn't require them. This is an example of an extra cost that is wholly unnecessary
but required.
If you want to do something that isn't spelled out in the rules, there are two things you can do.
First, check around the neighborhood. If you can find that it's already been done, even if it wasn't approved, it
makes it easier for you to ask for it. In the application you can just state that that type of project has already
been done and where the HOA Board can find it. Attaching photographs of it isn't a bad idea either.
My dad runs into this a lot with his work.
Second, if no one has done it, be the first. Several times, Ocean Breeze has helped homeowners propose new
projects and write the rules that allow it.
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This was part of my job when I worked for my dad. In one really ritzy private, gated, golf course community in
Myrtle Beach I drafted a document over thirty pages long that spelled out how residents could enclose their
back screen patios with glass windows to convert them into sunrooms. That document included rules, product
specifications, engineering charts, photographs, plat maps, and more.
It was an arduous process to write them and took a very long time for the approval process, but was well
worth it in the end. Guess who the homeowner is going to hire for their $40,000 sunroom...the guy who just
showed up and put in a bid or the guy who wrote the rules for that sunroom?
Always get the proper HOA and ARB approvals.

Here's a weird example on HOA approvals. I saw this ad in my local paper. It clearly states HOA approved as a
marketing ploy. It doesn't state any specific HOA, but implies all HOA's, including yours. Don't fall for this. I
know a lot of HOA's, including the one where my house is, where detached sheds are not approved. Never
assume something is approved unless you have it in writing from your HOA or ARB.
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Deciding if You Like Them?
There are so many things I could tell you to help when choosing a remodeler, but I would hate to take up all
your time doing it. All the things we've talked about should mostly cover it. Most of the items deal with hard
and fast things that easily fall into the yes or no column on a checklist.
Things like, "Does he have a license?"
Yup.
Check it off.
You could easily find a corporate or franchise contractor that works for a really big company headquartered
somewhere else who just has a local branch. I bet you a million dollars they'll have all the right boxes checked
off because they have a business system in place that require it.
Insurance is handled at the corporate office. Subs are heavily vetted. Permits are taken care of. It's all done.
And you might hate him.
All those checklist items aren't the only things you should look at. Perhaps as important as all the other items
we've talked about is how you feel about your contractor. If you don't like him, do you want to trust him in
your home? Do you want to put up with him? Do you trust him? Trust your gut on this. If you feel weird about
your contractor, seriously think about choosing someone else.
It goes the same way with a smaller, local, small business.
You might not trust this guy, whether the boxes are checked off or not.
Rely heavily on your own intuition. If you don’t feel right about someone, it would be hard to trust them to
work on your home. On the other hand, if you trust and like the first guy who comes out to give you a price,
you may not need to look any further. I've had clients have me in as the first guy to do an estimate, and they
end up cancelling all the others and going with me.
The right price, right project, and right rapport with the client won out for me.
It’s your call. Just be sure you hire a contractor you trust.
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It's Time to Get Started
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Finding the right builder or remodeler is the hardest part. Once that decision is done, the rest of it should be
easy. I'm not saying it'll be perfect. I'm just saying that from that point forward, everything should be easier.
Once you hire a contractor, he should be the one handling the problems. After all, that's what you're paying
him for. Once money changes hands, and the job gets started, the contractor has taken the reins. Even so, you
don't need to be completely hands off.
Just most of the way hands off.
No contractor likes or enjoys working for the customer that pesters him constantly, all the time, 24 hours a
day, 7 days a week, so please don't be that customer.
I'm in my dad's office right now writing this book. I just spoke to his secretary after a prospective customer just
left the office. She said he's been to the office and showroom several times a week for several weeks. He asks
the same questions every time. A salesman has already been to his house a couple of times. The first time to
look at the project and the other times to answer the same questions the guy asks at the showroom. And
every visit he reminds them several times that Ocean Breeze isn't the only company he's looking at.
I told her they should just withdraw the bid and refer him to a competitor. That's the best way to hurt your
competition. Kill them with kindness and bad customers.
My reasoning is this. If he's that bad in the sales stage, that guy would be horrible to work for. He would drive
the installation crew and the owner crazy. I've been around this business long enough to sniff out customers
like that. Usually, you can't do enough to keep them happy, no matter what you do.
Like I said, don't be that customer.
To avoid being that customer but also keep in touch with your contractor during the project, be sure to flip to
the checklists at the back and look for the one called Things to Do During a Project.
That's not the only thing either. You also need to stay in touch after the job is completed. There's another
checklist near that one called What to Do After a Project.
Both of these forms will help you be the best possible customer for your contractor. They'll also help you make
sure that you contractor is the best version of a builder or remodeler that he can be.
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Checklists

Please get in touch if you'd like digital copies of any of these checklists so you don't have to tear them out or
bend the book to copy them. I really hate it when people hurt defenseless books.

redteamgoals.com/finding-the-right-builder-or-remodeler
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Specifications for Your Project

Why and What- Describe what you want in as few words as possible. Example- “I want to be able to enjoy my
back patio without the bugs.”
____________________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________

Type of Project- How would you classify this project? Examples- Sunroom, Deck, Awning, Kitchen
____________________________________________________________________________________

Preferred Colors _______________________________________________________________________
Size _____________________________

Budget _____________________________

Website Price Research Notes __________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________
Must Haves __________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________
Appearance Notes ____________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________
Accessories __________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________________

Don't forget to print out several sample photographs similar to your desired project from Internet searches
and Pinterest.
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List of Potential Contractors
This is your initial list of contractors you'll start calling for estimates or information. As the probability is that
many of them won't return calls, you should be able to shrink this list considerably in no time at all.
I would recommend you start with no more than 10 and try to whittle it down to three for the initial calls.
Remember, you can always go back to your list if you need to.
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Name _____________________________ Phone _____________________________
E-Mail _____________________________ Where Did I Find Him? _____________________________
1st Contact _____________________________

2nd Contact _____________________________

3rd Contact _____________________________

4th Contact _____________________________

Estimate Scheduled for __________________________________________________________
Notes

______________________________________________________
Name _____________________________ Phone _____________________________
E-Mail _____________________________ Where Did I Find Him? _____________________________
1st Contact _____________________________

2nd Contact _____________________________

3rd Contact _____________________________

4th Contact _____________________________

Estimate Scheduled for __________________________________________________________
Notes

______________________________________________________
Name _____________________________ Phone _____________________________
E-Mail _____________________________ Where Did I Find Him? _____________________________
1st Contact _____________________________

2nd Contact _____________________________

3rd Contact _____________________________

4th Contact _____________________________

Estimate Scheduled for __________________________________________________________
Notes
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Contractors Checklist

Make a copy of this checklist for each contractor you invite out for an estimate.
As contractors come in and deliver estimates, just keep the checklists in order from favorite contractor to least
favorite. If you end up with one that's really horrible, just grab a big red marker and scribble across the paper
the following words- "Ain't No Way in the World!"
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Company _____________________________ Contractor’s Name _____________________________
Phone _____________________________ E-Mail _____________________________
Website _____________________________ Where Did I Find Him? _____________________________
Location of Main Office and/or Branches Nearby _______________________________________________
Salesman's Name _____________________________
Appearance of the Salesman- Circle One: Should Be a Model

Clean

Not Bad

Hobo

Estimate Info (Date, Time) _____________________________ Circle One: Early On-Time Late
Customer Service (Rate 0-5) __________
Licensing (check off or write in license numbers): State __________ County/City __________
Circle One: Employees

Subcontractors

Both

If Subs, What for? _____________________________

Insurance: Commercial General Liability _____

Worker's Compensation _____

Office- Circle One:

Clean

Not Bad

Dirty

I'm Afraid to Go In

Vehicle- Circle One:

Clean

Not Bad

Dirty

Should Be Burned

Certifications _____________________________________________________________________________
Online Search Notes _______________________________________________________________________
Social Media Notes ________________________________________________________________________
Notes on Review Sites like BBB or Yelp _________________________________________________________
Professional Associations ____________________________________________________________________
Circle One:

Specialist

Generalist

Price _____________________________ Contract Terms _____________________________
Permit:

Yes or No

I like/don't like this contractor because _________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________
Score in Comparison to the Other Contractors _____________________________
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Home Show Checklist

Be sure to go down this checklist before attending a home show or similar event to make things easier for you
to stay organized and find what you need quickly.

_____ Bag of some kind like a briefcase
_____ Note pad
_____ Ink pen
_____ Stapler
_____ Open Mind to New Ideas
_____ Lots of Patience

•

It’s too easy to get all the business cards and brochures mixed up, so organize them while you’re there.

•

Make notes while you talk to contractors. Be sure to write down names and specifics.

•

Staple the business card to your notes page.

•

Draw on the brochures and make notes on those if the contractor says something about a particular
photo you like.
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Things to Do During a Project
Now that you've found the perfect contractor and agreed on a great price for your project, it's time to discuss
what you should do while he's working on it. Don't try to do these things while you're still in the negotiation
phase or before money has changed hands. Save this for during the job itself.
Remember, at this point, you've hopefully chosen someone you like and trust. Now it's time to turn them
loose and watch your chosen contractor work his magic.
1. Who is in charge of the project once it starts? Many times the owner and the salesman won't be in charge
of the project in progress. They'll turn it over to a manager or foreman who is actually onsite more and
manages the crews and subcontractors.
2. Establish clear points of communication with your contractor. Who should you contact for project updates,
if there are problems, or if you want to invite the work crew to a barbecue at the end? Get a phone number
and e-mail address. Ask them their preferred method of communication.
3. Stay in touch with the person in charge without bothering them too much.
4. Establish a schedule for the project. Sit down with the contractor or his foremen and have them go over the
schedule with you. Get clear dates and descriptions of what happens.
Here's a sample schedule for a recent arbor that my dad's team installed. I'm using this one because there
were a few hold-ups with the permitting process that forced schedule modifications. This project is at an
outdoor furniture store near the Ocean Breeze office. It's a relatively simple small project that took one day to
complete. Another reason I use this one as an example is because I want to make it clear that your contractor
should always err on the side of over communicating instead of you having to constantly call and ask about
the project because of poor or no communication.
•

An estimate for the arbor was completed by the salesman and delivered to the store manager.

•

A contract was signed. The customer actually paid for the job in full upfront.

•

A schedule date of October 27 was set for the installation, which was only 2 weeks away. This was a
speedier than normal job schedule because the business had a party planned for November 1 and
hoped to have it installed by then.
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•

If everything worked perfectly, the Ocean Breeze crew would show up at the store around 8 a.m. and
start work.

•

The project permit was delayed at the County level because it was a commercial project rather than a
residential one. It had to pass through several more hands before final approval could be granted.
(Bureaucratic time management at its best!)

•

My dad knew this by October 25 and called the store to let them know there might be a possible delay
in starting the project. They said that was fine and to let them know.

•

On October 26 he still didn't have the permit and let the customer know that the job would not start
the morning of October 27, but that if the permit came in on Friday that he would have the crew out
there as soon as it came in. Either way, he would update them by end of day Friday.

•

My dad kept them updated daily on the progress until Tuesday when it was decided to wait until after
the party for the installation. A new schedule date was set for the following week.

•

In their infinite wisdom the County building department issued the permit the day of the party.

•

On the new agreed upon schedule date of November 8, the Ocean Breeze crew showed up at 8 a.m. to
start work. The work was finished by 3 p.m.

5. Be sure to give the contractor your preferred method of communication for normal items so that he can
talk with you anytime he needs. If both you and he use e-mail, I would always recommend that. That way it's
easy for him to send normal updates and the same for you with non-emergency questions. It also makes it
easy to attach photos if necessary.
6. Establish a clear means of emergency communication as well. This should definitely be a cell phone or an
office line that is used and checked often, especially after hours and on the weekends. The last thing you want
if something falls apart or a new pipe bursts is to have to wait several days to get in touch with someone.
7. Decide with the contractor when updates should be given.
Examples might be...
•

Schedule changes

•

Any problems

•

Agreed upon progress points
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8. Keep an eye on the project as it goes up but stay out of the way. Don't pester the crews or foreman
constantly. All you'll end up doing is slowing down the job and making people mad. If you really want to check
out and inspect the project while it's going up, I always recommend doing so in depth and up close at the end
of the day after the crew has stopped work and gone home.
If you're curious about building codes and things of that nature while the job is in progress, don't even try to
understand one of the primary International Codes Council books. Those binders are about five inches thick
and completely ambiguous. They're printed up more for the reason of killing excess trees on earth rather than
for any truly useful purposes. They're also almost always out of date. Check out this excerpt from a recent
article in Qualified Remodeler magazine...

110

Instead, buy an easily readable book on codes, such as Black + Decker Codes for Homeowners. Aside from this
volume, they have an entire line of books on various types of codes, such as mechanical, plumbing, and
electrical.

9. Take plenty of pics along the way. It's always cool to look back at progress photos for construction work.
10. If you like the crew and get along with them, keep them supplied with cold water, soft drinks, and maybe
even some snacks. Save the celebratory beer and hot dogs for the last day of the job. For a long project I
highly recommend a party at the end if you liked the crew. It doesn't have to be anything really expensive
either. Grilled hot dogs, burgers, or even pizza is good.
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BONUS- Unless there is clearly something wrong with an installation like the wrong color choice, an improper
appearance, or something that is not at all like what was agreed upon, do not start bothering the contractor
about small things. Contractors hate this! They really don't like it when the customer makes lists of items that
simply aren't complete yet.
I promise most of the small things you'll see along the way won't be there when the job is done. If you do see
things and want to make a list along the way, go ahead and do it. You can always cross items off at the end of
the job if I'm right. If not, then you have the basis for your punch list, which I'll discuss in the next section.

BONUS BONUS- While your contractor is working, ask for scrap or samples and wrapping for everything he
uses. This will help you a lot in the future if there are any problems or if you do more remodeling on what's
being done right now.
I'm talking wrappers and scrap pieces for cabinets, shingles, faucets, siding, brick, etc, etc. I guarantee at some
point you'll wish you had it.
I have a couple of really good examples for you on this...
Example 1Ocean Breeze Exterior Remodeling does a lot of sunroom additions for their customers. Many times, the
additions require matching siding, shingles, brick, paint colors, and other items to what's installed on the
home. It makes it so much easier on my dad if the customer has a wrapper with model name, pattern, and
color or even a sample to take to the store to get an exact match.
Otherwise it's just guess work.
It usually works out okay and matches fine, but it's harder to accomplish.
There has even been a couple of times that I have helped my dad buy siding or other items no longer made off
of the Internet because he had the right information. Someone somewhere stockpiled what was left of their
inventory and put it online for sale. There are even some websites and online stores out there that buy up old
stock to sell.
Example 2112

This one is on my own house. I bought a 10-year-old house. Over the years hurricanes have ripped stray
shingles off here and there. It sure would be easier to buy a bundle of the exact same shingles to have on hand
if I had the brand, color, and product number to look for.
But no, the builder never gave any of that to the original homeowner. I had to do my best by taking a broken
shingle to the store and trying to match it up. And let me tell you, what looks good in the store may not match
on the house. If you drive by my house, you can obviously tell which shingles are the replacement ones.

So be sure to ask your contractor to save you wrappers, samples, and scrap. Take pictures of them, save them,
and write them down. Personally, I recommend you get a small box and put all your samples into it. Then
throw it in the attic or garage where it's forgotten until you need it. In addition, on your computer, store and
scan all your notes, photos, and wrappers.
Think how easy it would be when a future contractor says, "Hey, is there a chance you have a sample of that
vinyl siding I could borrow?"
Instead of, "No, I don't, and I don't have any idea about that color" you could say, "Absolutely, let me go get it.
Just be sure to bring it back. It's my only one."
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What to Do After a Project
Whew! The project is finally done.
The contractor kept you informed of his progress along the way, and you've enjoyed watching the project
blossom. Last night he called to say that the job is done and that a county building inspector should be out the
next day to give his final approval. Your contractor asks you to call and let him know once that happens. Then
he'll come on out to go over a punch list if you have one.
If you don't have a punch list, you thank the contractor for an awesome job and arrange final payment.
If you do have a punch list, your contractor will walk around the job to look at things with you and discuss
fixing them. Bear in mind, that with punch lists, not everything has to get done. Occasionally, there will be
things that won't happen for some reason or another. It does happen, so just ask the contractor for an
explanation.
For example, after Ocean Breeze installs and finishes a sunroom, a customer will often mention a weird smell
for a few days after and have it noted on his punch list. There's a simple explanation for that. Once my dad
finishes and seals a sunroom, the caulking gives off a peculiar new smell for a few days. It's no big deal, and
something he can't do anything about other than to recommend venting the room with a fan and opening the
windows for a few days.
Best case scenario, all you have to do at the final meeting is hand over a few loose screws or nails you found in
the yard, sign something signifying all is well, and the job is closed out on his end, and then enjoy it.
Worst case scenario, which isn't even a bad thing, is that there are a few things that need fixing by the
contractor or the inspector requests a few things. That just means you may see the contractor a little longer
and the "Job Complete" meeting will happen at a later date.
I was at the gym with my dad the other night. On the way back he stopped by a customer's house. After the
final inspection and punch list check off, the inspector asked him to leave a Shingle Certification Letter at the
jobsite for him to pick up. No problem at all.
This is also another weird example of how the county building department works. This particular job had been
complete for months. The customer had already paid in full. The building inspector said my dad couldn't e114

mail the letter to save everyone a trip and not bother the customer again. It had to be dropped off at the
jobsite, and the inspector would come out again to pick it up from the customer. One almost gets the
impression sometimes that county employees do things simply to justify their job rather than any useful
purpose.
Ah, but that's a soapbox I need to step down from. After all, that's why you hire a good contractor to do your
job. You're paying him to handle all those hassles.
In addition to punch list, final payment talk, and the final inspection, there are a couple of other items you
need to cover now that the job is done.
Not all contractors do this, so you may have to ask. Be sure you get warranty information for everything that
was done. Sure, your contractor is the first place you call if there's a problem, but it's good to have the
warranty paper work in your own hands. I'd not only keep it in a hard file somewhere with all your other
house paperwork, but I'd also scan it in to your computer and have it there as a back-up or easily e-mailed file.
If there are ever any problems, call your contractor and have this paperwork handy.

Just so you don't have to go back and write everything down, here's a handy list for you...
1. Final inspection passed if a permit was pulled
2. Punch list presented and covered
3. Get any notes you need from the contractor on products used or installed
4. Get any warranty paperwork on your project
3. Discuss final payment
4. Refer your friends to the contractor you used.
5. Enjoy your new project!
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The Contractor's Point-of-View
All throughout this book I've talked extensively about you and how you should feel and think. Being a former
contractor myself who's still heavily involved in the construction industry, I want to tell you a few words from
the contractor's side of things.
As a contractor it is a wonderful pleasure to work with a customer who knows what they want to accomplish,
is willing to pay for it, and is well-informed. I'm talking about the kind of client you'll be after reading this
guide.
As contractors, we love building beautiful things, and we really enjoy seeing you enjoy them.
Without saying more, I want you to see what a happy contractor looks like when he's looking back on a job
well done for a customer he really liked...
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A Few Final Words

I hope this guide helps you in your quest to find the right remodeler or homebuilder for your project. If you
need additional help choosing the right one, feel free to get in touch. Occasionally, I’ll take on clients who
have big enough projects to justify hiring a consultant. All of my contact info is in the front of the book.
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Free Offer
I'm so glad you purchased my book. So glad, in fact, that I'd love to give you something for free. Yeah, I know,
nothing's free in this world, and you're right. All I want from you in return for your free gift is for you to do
something for me. I'll even give you choices...
1. Sign up for my newsletter. Look for the FREE Resources tab at redteamgoals.com.
2. Like me on Facebook. You can do this at facebook.com/MasteroftheArtofLiving.
3. You can Follow me on Twitter at @drdavidpowers.
4. You can follow one of the blogs produced by my staff. You can find the links to them at drdavidpowers.com.
I'm sure you'll find one that tickles your fancy.
5. Reviews are greatly appreciated. If you enjoy my book, please take the time to write a review for me and
post it. If you do this, send me the link to the review via e-mail for your FREE gift.
6. Do all of the above. I'd be overjoyed if you went wild and liked and followed everything. Your free gift will
reflect how many of the above items you did. Do more and it will be larger or there will be more of them.

All you have to do once you're done, simply send me an e-mail to drdave@redteamgoals.com with some kind
of proof you bought the book and let me know what you did.

That's all for me, but you can also do my dad a favor if you're in his area of the world by signing up for his
business pages as well. You can find Ocean Breeze Exterior Remodeling at...
Oceanbreezeexteriors.com
Facebook- facebook.com/OceanBreezeExteriorRemodeling
Pinterest- pinterest.com/oceanbreezeexteriors

119

120

121

