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M i k e  H o l b r o o k

How to Hire a Contractor
W hich com es first, the designer o r the  contractor? W hen u n d ertak in g  h isto ric  res­
to ra tion , rehab ilita tion  o r renovation, m any hom eow ners decide to em ploy the  ser­
vices o f professional designers, such as arch itects, k itchen or bath  designers, in te rio r 
designers o r d raftsm en . W hile the  professional designers provide the  b lueprin ts, it 
is the  responsib ility  o f the co n tracto r to  translate  the ir vision in to  your reality.

W hen choosing an arch itect or designer, it’s a good idea to  select the co n trac to r as 
early in the  design phase as possible. T hat way the  co n tracto r can w ork w ith  the 
designer to  ensure th a t co nstru c tion  details are b o th  buildable and affordable. 
In teg ra ting  the  co n stru c tion  professional into the design process is im p o rtan t, as 
ow ners can  often  be d isappo in ted  to  learn  th a t the ir w onderfully  designed p ro j­
ect is beyond th e ir  budget because they lacked a realistic idea about project costs. 
W hile som e renovation  co n tracto rs  also offer design /bu ild  services, it’s advisable to 
also have an  arch itect or o the r p reservation  professional involved to be sure th a t the 
project is sensitive to the h istoric aspects o f the  build ing.

The Quest
C hoosing  tradesm en  or a co n trac to r to m anage the tradesm en for your p reserva­
tion  project can be the single m ost im p o rta n t step o f the  en tire  process. U nlike the 
arch itec t o r designer who m ay period ically visit d u ring  the co nstru c tion  process, 
the co n trac to r will be “m oving in” for the  d u ra tio n  (and  som etim es longer). The 
co n trac to r and his w orkm en will get very in tim ate  w ith  the  hom e and no doub t this 
will affect the  fam ily’s lifestyle. W hile som e extensive renovation projects require 
th a t the  fam ily move out, m ost fam ilies choose to (or m ust) stay in the  hom e d u r­
ing the process. T herefore, choosing a con trac to r based solely on price, experience, 
c raftsm ansh ip  o r even a personal recom m endation  can be risky business. The
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co n trac to r’s a tten tio n  to  custom er service an d  project m anagem ent can som etim es 
have as m uch im pact on  o n e’s satisfaction w ith  the  final outcom e as, say, a tten tion  
to  details on th e  custom  cabinet work.

So ju s t how  does one go ab ou t selecting c raftsm en  to  get th e  best value for the  in ­
vestm ent? First, look only  for co n tracto rs  who specialize in  renovations, especially 
histo ric  p reservation  projects. Just as one w o u ld n ’t  w ant a fam ily practice physi­
cian to  do h ea rt by-pass surgery, it’s no t a good idea to  choose a co n trac to r who 
doesn’t specialize in  h isto ric  renovation. I t’s very unlikely  th a t a typ ical bu ild er o f 
new  houses (or his subcontractors) will be the  best choice for a renovation  p ro j­
ect. Experience w ork ing a ro u n d  ex isting  cond itions and  the  know ledge o f how  to  
p ro tect them  from  dust an d  dam age is a basic expecta tion  o f renovation  specialists. 
Builders o f new  houses rarely have occasion to  learn  these m ethods. Further, the 
w ork site o f a renovation  project by day is a fam ily’s hom e at n igh t, and  experienced 
renovators u n d ers tan d  th e  im p o rtan ce  o f m ak ing  the  hom e as livable as possible 
for the  custom er. For exam ple, a renovator should  clean up the  w ork site every 
day— rem ove w ood scraps, th ro w  away food and  d r in k  co ntainers, and  sweep up 
dust and  debris. At the  end o f the  w orkday the  site should  be safe for a fam ily to 
w ander about.

To s ta rt developing a list o f po ten tia l co n tracto rs  w ith  proven renovation  ex p eri­
ence, solicit reco m m en dations from  co-w orkers, friends an d  neighbors w ho have 
had sim ilar w ork com pleted. But d o n ’t sim ply ask them  how  satisfied they  were 
w ith  the  qua lity  o f the w ork. Ask them  specific questions about how the process went. 
Did they have good com m unication w ith the contractor? Did the contractor follow the 
plans, or insist on his ideas? Did the contractor finish on tim e and on budget? Did the 
contractor respect the ir hom e life, and— m ost im portan t— would the client use him  
again. Som eone else’s tolerance for a cluttered work site, budget overruns, schedule 
delays or poor com m unication  could m ake your experience w ith the sam e contractor a 
disaster. If an architect or designer has already been selected, he m igh t be able to recom ­
m end renovation contractors and tradesm en w ith whom  he’s had successful projects.
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No m atte r  how impressive a resume or positive a recom m endation , you should 
never hire a bu i ld ing  professional w ithout first checking his credentials. Verify 
tha t all prospective contractors  are properly licensed and insured to operate a 
co nstruc t ion  business. Most renovations and additions require the services of  a 
general con trac tor  because these projects involve 
specialty subcontractors  such as plumbers, HVAC 
technicians or  electricians. By law, only a general 
contrac tor  (or you as hom eowner) may engage the 
services o f  subcontractors . You should also contact 
the Better Business Bureau to be sure tha t a p o ­
tential con trac tor  does not have unsettled claims 
against him . And finally, check with local trade 
associations (i.e., H untsv ille /M adison C ounty  
Builders Association) to verify m em bership  and 
professional certifications. These organizations 
can also give you a list o f  professional members 
who specialize in renovation projects.

After na rrow ing  the  list to a manageable num ber, the hom eow ner  should interview 
each contractor. Show h im  the plans so he has a general idea of  the scope o f  the 
job an d  can de te rm ine  if he is capable of  and  interested in doing the work. D o n ’t 
get sidetracked into ta lk ing specifically about the plans or the cost of  the project at 
this phase o f  the interview process. It’s a mistake to focus initially on cost. Instead, 
take this op p o r tu n i ty  to get to know the contractor  and  unders tand  his approach 
to the project. You shou ld n’t focus on cost w ithout tak ing these other factors into 
consideration. Ordinarily, the bidding process assumes that,  all things being equal, 
the low bid is the best value. In renovation projects, however, the low bidder may 
actually be the contractor  who does not have a good unders tand ing  of  the project, 
who om itted  the most work, or who found ways to cut corners.

T he direction in which you take the interviews with potential contractors should

No matter how impressive 
a resume or positive a 
recommendation, you 
should never hire a 
building professional 
without first checking 
his credentials.
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reflect your prio rities. Take th is  o p p o rtu n ity  to ask the  co n trac to r specific questions 
about issues th a t are m ost im p o rta n t to  you. If staying on budget or fin ishing on 
tim e is critical, ask h im  how  he handles changes in w ork o r m akes up lost tim e. The 
personalities o f ow ner an d  co n trac to r play an im p o rta n t role in  co m m u n ica tio n—  
and co m m u n ication  is vital to com pleting  a project on tim e, on  budget and w ith  
m u tu a l satisfaction about the  finished p roduct. (Since good co m m un ication  is such 
an  im p o rtan t p a rt o f th is  relationsh ip , a sm art co n trac to r will also be in te rv iew ­
ing the  ow ners to  de te rm in e  w h ether they and the ir project are a good fit for his 
w ork style.) D u rin g  the  interview , ask for references, nam es, phone num bers and

addresses for at least th ree  o f his cu sto m ­
ers— one pro ject in process, one recently 
com pleted, and one com pleted over one 
year ago. Finally, th a n k  the  con trac to r 
for his tim e and  m ake the co m m itm en t 
to  call h im  after ta lk in g  to som e o f his 

custom ers. T hen  call the  references and get th e ir  feedback. Ask these custom ers 
the  sam e questions you asked the friends an d  neighbors w ho gave you the  referrals. 
A rrange to  visit a job  in  progress to  see how  the  co n trac to r trea ts  the cu stom er’s 
hom e and  lifestyle. Rem em ber, ta lk ing  ab ou t the  plans in any detail at th is  initia l 
interview  isn’t im p o rta n t since you have already established th a t the con tracto rs  
interview ed are technically  capable o f do ing  the  work. W hat is im p o rta n t is finding 
the right m atch o f persona lity  an d  co m m un ica tion  style.

At th is  po in t, you m ay be th in k in g , “Boy, find ing  the right co n trac to r is a tim e- 
co n su m in g  process.” IT IS. But the  investm ent o f tim e and  energy now  will pay 
big d iv idends d u rin g  the  process and  long after the  dust has settled. Research has 
show n th a t the  average hom eow ner w ill spend  m uch m ore tim e on selecting a 
new car th a n  on choosing a contractor. Yet the  average hom e (usually  one’s largest 
investm ent) is w o rth  m any tim es m ore th a n  the average car. N ot only  will a h o m ­
eow ner have to  deal w ith  the co n trac to r d u rin g  the  co n stru c tio n  process, b u t for 
at least one year after the project is com pleted  for m aterial an d  services covered by
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w arran ty . It is hoped  th a t if  you have chosen well, you w on’t have m any problem s, 
bu t it’s im p o rta n t to  know  th a t if  w arran ty  issues occur after the job  is finished 
you r co n trac to r will w ork ha rd  to  see th a t you rem ain  a satisfied custom er.

The Bidding Process
A lth ough  the  b idd ing  process com m only  involves getting  at least th ree bids from  
prospective co ntractors, it’s im p o rtan t to  allow  personal preference to  guide th is 
process. Som e people follow the  trad itio n a l m ethod  o f accepting com petitive bids 
w hile o thers  choose a co n trac to r and  then  negotiate a price. C om petitive b idd ing  is 
based on the  prem ise tha t the best value is achieved w hen you have con tracto rs  s u b ­
m it bids based on the  sam e set o f com plete plans. T his m ay be an effective approach 
w hen b u ild ing  a new build ing , bu t in  a renovation project there are always u n ­
know ns. C on trac to rs  know  th is. Accordingly, a contractor may submit the lowest 
bid to win the job, but know that ample opportunity exists to increase his profit 
throughout the course of the project with change orders. In the  long ru n , though  
it m ay no t prevent change orders, negotiating  a co ntract w ith  a co n tracto r th a t best 
fits the pro ject an d  personality  o f the  ow ner m ay provide a less stressful renovation  
an d  cost less as well.

The Agreement
O nce a co n trac to r has been chosen and you have reached an  agreem ent on  price 
an d  term s, be sure th a t all agreem ents are in w riting . Any reputable an d  profes­
sional co n trac to r will provide a w ritten  co nstruc tion  agreem ent (contract). If  an 
a rch itect is involved, the  agreem ent may be a s tand ard  AIA O w ner/C o n trac to r 
agreem ent. In either case, the  agreem ent should have as m uch detail as possible and 
include the  followiing:

S c o p e  o f  w o r k  Type o f work, ex tent o f work, w here w ork will take place.

S p e c i f i c a t i o n s  D etails such as m aterials used, including b rand  nam es, m odel
num bers, sizes, colors, etc., and how m aterials are to  be installed.
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B u i l d i n g  c o d e s  T h e agreem ent should  state th a t all w ork will be p e r­
form ed in  accordance w ith  all applicable b u ild ing  codes an d  local o rd i­
nances. The co ntractor, no t the  ow ner, should  purchase the  perm it.

I n s u r a n c e  The ag reem ent should  include requ irem en ts  for co n trac ­
to r’s in surance. G eneral liab ility  coverage, at a m in im u m , is required , 
an d  in som e instances, B uilder’s Risk also.

F i n a n c i a l  a r r a n g e m e n t s  These include the  to ta l cost o f the  project 
an d  how m uch an d  w hen paym ents will be m ade to  th e  contractor.
C on trac to rs  righ tfu lly  require u p -fro n t paym ents (up to 25 to  30 
percent o f the  cost) to  show good faith  on  the  ow ner’s p a rt so they can 
schedule crews, stage equ ipm ent an d  order m aterials w ith o u t risk o f 
loss. However, never pay m ore th a n  a 50 percent u p -fro n t paym ent and 
never pay any am o u n t up fron t w ith o u t a w ritten  agreem ent.

C h a n g e s  o r  a d d i t i o n s  t o  w o r k  Any w ork th a t is no t described in the o rig i­
nal ag reem ent will requ ire  a change order. T his change m ay involve replacing a 
ro tten  floor jo ist th a t is en coun tered  o r perfo rm ing  ad d itiona l w ork you decide 
to do in an o th e r  p a rt o f your hom e. T he changes, inc lud ing  the details and cost 
o f such changes, should  also be in w riting  and signed by bo th  parties. Both 
parties  should  receive a copy.

T h e  s c h e d u l e  T he agreem ent should  include a schedule o r at least a s ta r tin g  
an d  com pletion  date. Som e agreem ents have incentives for early com pletion  as 
well as penalties for schedule overruns.

W a r r a n t y  The ag reem ent should  specify w hat w ork an d  m aterials are w ar­
ran ted  and  for how  long.

Warning Signs
W e’ve all heard  stories o f d isreputab le  co n tracto rs  who take o ff w ith  a h o m e­
ow ner’s m oney, leaving h im  s trand ed  in a h a lf-co m pleted , shoddy renovation.
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U nfortunately , these stories scare scores o f people away from  buying an d  renovating  
o lder p ro p e rty  because they fear they  m igh t fall prey to  som e co n trac to r’s schem e. 
To avoid th is  scenario , you need to  be able to  recognize the  w arn ing  signs exhibited 
by “shady” contractors. Avoid any co n trac to r or tradesm an  if any o f the  follow ing 
situa tions arise.

You can ’t  verify  th e  nam e, address, te lephone nu m bers o r creden tia ls  o f  the  
p rospec tive co n tracto r. D on’t se ttle  for a p ost office box n u m b er o r a cell 
phone o r pager num ber.

T he salesperson  tr ies  to  h ig h -p re ssu re  you in to  sign ing  by offering  you d is ­
co u n ts  o r o th e r  co nsid era tions th a t are  “only  available today.”

You are to ld  you w ill receive a special low price.

T he co n tra c to r  does no t com ply w ith  y ou r request for references o r th e  refer­
ences have reservations ab ou t th e  co n tra c to r’s work.

You are  unab le  to  verify  th a t th e  co n trac to r is p roperly  in su red .

You are  asked to  purch ase  th e  bu ild in g  p e rm it for any reason. T here is no 
leg itim ate  reason  for th e  co n trac to r n o t to  buy  th e  pe rm it.

You are  asked to  pay for th e  en tire  job  in  advance o r to  pay cash to  anyone 
in s tead  o f by  check o r m oney o rd e r to  th e  com pany itself.

T he co n tra c to r  tells you he can s ta r t on  y ou r pro jec t tom orrow .

The Most Important Thing to Remember about a Preservation Project
Q uality  pays— it doesn’t cost. Your hom e o r business is probably your single largest 
investm ent. C hoose your projects an d  co n trac to r wisely for the best re tu rn  on your 
additional investm ent in your hom e o r business. R enovations and additions can 
cost m ore per square foot th a n  new construc tion . There is no  average square foot 
cost for renovation . No two projects involve the  sam e am o u n t o f work, m aterials or
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details. W hat does a car cost per pound? It depends on w hether it’s a M ercedes or 
a H yundai. Regardless o f the  ex tent o f your resto ration , you should  no t u nd ertak e  
a preservation  pro jec t on  an h isto ric  p rop erty  w ith  an unrealistically  low budget. 
Your budget should be flexible enough to fix s tru c tu ra l or system  problem s uncovered 
by the renovation, o r to  m ake cosm etic im provem ents such as upgrading fixtures or 
finishes. You m ight decide that, w ith  all the  workers there anyway, it’s a good tim e to 
have work done in o ther parts o f the house. It’s been said tha t the bitterness o f poor

quality  long outlasts the sweetness of 
a cheap price. The lowest bid does not 
assure you o f the  best deal. Look for the 
best value— not the lowest cost.

Q U A L IT Y  P A Y S ----- I T  D O E S N ’T  C O S T .
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