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1. Why Asking for
30% off—and Getting It—Means You’re Still Being Overcharged






Home improvement at a good value is possible
for every property owner. Most people think the way to get the best
price will vary by specialty: how to get the best price with the
painter, the window installer, the handyman, the kitchen remodeler,
the landscaper, the tree service, the cement contractor, the HVAC
repairman, the roofer or the electrician. Even more with the home
builder, the architect or the roofer. Actually, it makes no
difference what the specialty is. The approach is identical.

Each one is selling his training, talent with
tools and experience by calculating the amount of time it will take
to do the job plus the cost of materials. Each has overhead: his
shop, the office staff, vacation, holidays, vehicles, equipment,
benefits, taxes, utilities. Each has a sense of how much he
deserves to make per hour. And that’s it. He adds them up, and
that’s the price.

The price to make a good living and stay
afloat, that is. If he wants a better facility, bigger car, or
simply lost money on the last three jobs, he will want more than
needed to merely stay in the black. Most contractors know where
their breakeven point is. How far above that his price ends up
being depends upon you. If he wants the work his price has to be a
price you are willing to pay, right? That’s why knowing a good
ballpark price before he opens his mouth is so successful.

But before we delve into pricing, let’s talk
about the actual contractor.

When you hire a contractor, you are buying
the hands-on work of an individual, one who cannot provide more
than his own skill level with the equipment he knows how to use—no
matter what you pay him.

Every single contractor will give you a
different set of skills, a different work pace, a different
attention to detail, and a different level of cleanliness at the
end.

In short, you want to hire experience, and
not just working years, but having done this exact same thing
before. For instance, if you want your bathroom walls tiled, look
for not simply a guy who has laid tile before, but a guy who has
done tile on walls.

This applies whether you're hiring a
handyman, having a dead tree removed, getting your kitchen
remodeled, or having an architect design a whole home. Your
satisfaction with the work habits, neatness, skill, error level,
punctuality, duration, and price depend upon how well the
boots-on-ground workers do your particular job. The Supervisor of
THIS crew, the strength, dexterity and experience of THIS worker,
these are all that matter.

Company reputation or good references mean
nothing compared to this. A good reference is relevant only if you
get the same supervisor and the same workers; anything less and all
bets are off.

When hiring contractors, the important thing
is that the good guy gets the job, not the unethical character.
This means the good guy thrives. I like the idea of the good guy
thriving.

The good guy can’t always be spotted by
price. Everyone says, don’t pick a contractor by price, pick him by
skill and experience. In this case, everyone is right. The most
scrutiny ought to be aimed at the low bidder. That’s easy to say,
but many people dislike the process so much they get talk to one
guy then give him the job. Where does he land on the spectrum? Who
knows? If the estimator, meaning the person you talk to about the
work regardless of his title with the company, perceives he is the
only contractor you will talk to, or he can convince you to not
even try to call anyone else, ka-ching! He can overcharge you. And
he will.

Highly-rated companies will overcharge some
customers too. It’s called opportunism, and all companies behave
opportunistically on occasion. Contractors behave opportunistically
when they ferret out there will be no competition. When you tell
him he was recommended by a respected person or you are too busy to
get other quotes, you just sealed your fate.

Why is ripping off some customers standard
operating practice?

No company has a crystal ball on the future.
A business cannot be certain a huge expense won’t arise four months
from now that eats the annual profits and then some. Over-throwing
the mark, aiming for a profit point past the target, is the way to
ensure there are profits at the end of the year and not red
ink.

Therefore, charging what the customer will
bear is a greater determinant of end price on a single job than
time and materials. It’s true of Microsoft and it’s true of Max the
Chimney Sweep. That’s why making time and materials the maximum
you’ll bear is so successful.

When hunting for good contractors, you don’t
need to find the ones who never overcharge; they don’t exist. The
goal is to move out of the easy-mark category as early as possible
and into the group who knows what the job should cost.

Approaching all contractors with an idea that
they all jack up the price is a mistake. Spend an hour on Youtube
looking up the type of build or home repair you are contemplating,
to get a feel for time. Google it. It’s important to recognize a
too-high price, but it is equally as important to spot a good
price.

What to say during the estimator visit to get
his best price first, plus how to get a feel for the time it will
take before calling the first estimator is covered in the book
“Contractor Heaven: Bringing Out the Best in Your Home Improvement
Contractor.”

There is no shortcut. Just picking a number
30% less than his estimate and pitching for it reduces the chances
of a good outcome. Lopping off a fixed amount is merely a ‘price
wish,’ and far from being a smart negotiating stance, it shows
cluelessness.

Negotiating using the
toss-out-a-lowball-number method with people who are selling their
time means your only takers will be those who were grossly
overcharging you or the con men. A negotiating approach that
alienates the most honest and talented contractors is not doing you
any favors.

The reality is, there’s a lot of overcharging
going on—so the 30% off approach works, but for the wrong reason
and with the wrong business.

Once the contractor’s too-high price hits the
light of day, haggling or bargaining might bring it down at most
30%. Most will not budge more than 10-15%. Getting only a 30% bump
on a job that’s 70% overpriced may sound bad, but what’s worse is
demanding that huge price reduction on the bid from an honest,
fair, top notch guy. They are out there.

These are the guys who simply want to make a
nice living doing work that gives them pride and joy, without
engaging in all the stress and personality-reading that setting
prices by individual homeowner gullibility requires. They would
rather work steady than overcharge and work less. They do the math
and everyone gets the fair price with only a small bit of risk and
contingency money added in.

These are often the best guys. They are
working from the inside out; it’s a calling, not a job. I’ve met
cabinetmakers, patio installers, bathroom remodelers and fireplace
installers who were like this. They wouldn’t allow a homeowner to
pick something that wouldn’t look good with their décor or that
they would regret later. They considered their work to be art. I
did too.

Sounds great, right? Except he will never
work for you. Not if you don’t know what the fair price is and
simply approach every contractor situation with a routine
counteroffer for 30% off.

The top notch guy will not counter. He will
say no. Result: the haggling approach results in deals with only
the grossly-overcharging contractors. You would be asking the ones
who presented a fair initial price to work for $5 an hour. A guy
with an ethical approach to his work will be offended, so this
can’t be fixed. A negotiating approach that alienates the most
honest and talented contractors does not do you any favors.

Isn’t an opportunist a swindler?

Swindlers are unlikely to start off with a
huge pricetag. They start the dishonesty with a low price to get
your head in the noose. Most of the time they want cash up front,
huge amounts of it. A super-low price in exchange for 50% in cash
up front is not a good deal. Don’t take that deal, ever.

It could be an honest, thriving company that
for some idiotic reason emulates the modus operandi of swindlers,
but do you want to bet the bank on that?

One type of swindler is the Teardown
Swindler; he has a plan, and that plan is to sound good, give you
the lowest price, then dive into teardown. Sometimes that’s the
only part he knows how to do. While most swindlers insist or say
‘it’s the law’ to get 30% or more up front, the teardown swindler
will take a smaller down payment. When teardown has proceeded to a
dangerous mess, they demand more money immediately. It may be a
perfectly normal-sounding reason. It may even seem to be entirely
unrelated to the scary state of your house. Being over a barrel is
only an impression. An exactly correct impression.


2. Five Little-Known Truths about
Contractors






Five little-known truths everyone should know
when getting home repairs and upgrades:

The seller sets the price, but the buyer sets
the payment schedule

Down payment: never more than 10% down

The first quote will be the highest

When time is NOT money

Credit Card Court






The seller sets the price, but the buyer sets
the payment schedule

At first blush this may not appear to be
true; we buy from stores all the time and they set the price and
the payment schedule. What you’re seeing, however, is the end
result of hundreds of years of working it out, resulting in a
system that suits the buyers because they won’t buy otherwise.

Buyers pay the store when the complete
product is in their mitts. The store can set any price they want,
but the buyer decides when they’ll pay and if they’ll pay.

In the grocery store you pay for a can of
corn when you have it in hand. But the farmer incurred his costs of
growing it eight months ago, and the canner paid wages to their
employees two months ago, and the trucking firm that brought it to
the store paid for gas and driver three weeks ago. They did this
without any pre-payment from you. No one said to you if you want a
can of corn in December, give us 20¢ up front to cover
expenses.

In money-for-work situations both parties
feel risk that the other party won’t do their part. Businesses want
payment before delivery, and customers want delivery before
payment. Both sides have anecdotes about bad checks, deadbeats,
fly-by-nights and bad faith. A business can mitigate some of their
risk by vetting the credit card or check for the small down payment
to make sure it’s a good account. In addition they can avoid risky
customers by high-balling or no-quoting.

Statistically, the greater risk is on the
customer side. A business comes to the deal with experience while a
customer is often a first timer. Therefore the greater protection
should fall to the customer. That is why delivery before payment is
fair.

A seller suggests a payment schedule for the
buyer’s approval. The buyer may change the payment schedule to
ensure payments lag slightly behind work and a good guy may do a
frowny face with a sentence or two of protest before begrudgingly
agreeing. A seller who ardently defends a payment schedule where
payments are ahead of his outlay for materials and labor must be
viewed with suspicion.

When speaking to the estimator, ask about the
usual payment schedule and then mention any changes you’d like to
make. The estimator might say “call the office, ask to talk to
Cheryl” to ensure it gets memorialized on the typed contract you’re
eventually sent. The payment schedule may not be his department,
but he will give you a name.

It shouldn’t be a deal-breaker for him to
have payments follow work, and if he gets too panicky when you
modify his wishful-thinking proposal it could mean he is
financially insolvent. Consider it a deal-breaker for you. For this
reason, hold off on notifying the other bidders that you’re
declining their offers until the deal is really sealed with your
first choice.

Payment schedule charts and more on handling
this portion of the negotiation is in the book “Contractor Heaven:
Bringing Out the Best in Your Home Improvement Contractor.”











Down payment: never more than 10% down

There is no legal or state requirement for
even a dollar up front.

No matter how certain he sounds that it’s
mandatory, he’s pulling your leg. Even if he shows you something on
paper. To put a shiny light on it, laws related to contractors,
just like laws related to banks, are about reigning in rampant
abuses, not paying him unearned money, so any contractor citing one
is putting a spin on it.

In some states contractors may charge no more
than 30% or $1000 up front, whichever is LESS. Your fellow may
twist it around by saying the state requires 30% up front. Pshaw,
baloney. The state would prefer 0% but 30% is a compromise against
the abusive pre-payment demanded when ungoverned by law.

In general, for projects taking less than two
weeks, no down payment at all and a payment of 90% upon completion
with a 10% holdback for thirty days is acceptable. If the project
is over $2,000, then a little good faith money up front such as
$100 is reasonable. Some businesses want 10% as down payment and if
they have stability in the community and a good reputation there is
no reason to disagree.

Don’t provide more than 10% up front.
Materials aren’t paid for in cash; businesses are billed and have
thirty to sixty days to pay. The contractor you choose should have
good credit; it’s common practice among professionals to request
proof from a few of his main suppliers that accounts are not in
arrears.

In these tough economic times, jobs that
should be completed within two weeks of start date can be 10% down
and 70% or 80% upon completion. The business in good standing with
their vendors will not lose a dime on this deal. Longer jobs may
need milestone payments. How to set good milestone payments (and
yes, you should have a role in determining these) is a longer story
that is found in the book “Contractor Heaven: Bringing Out the Best
in Your Home Improvement Contractor.”






The first quote will be the highest

After obtaining hundreds of competitive
quotes, an odd phenomenon has materialized: the first quote is
statistically most likely to be the highest quote. Not slightly
more likely to be highest, but the highest price more than 50% of
the time even if getting five quotes.

The other four quotes share the other 50%. On
the other hand, the likelihood of the first quote to be lowest is
something I can’t venture to guess since I don’t recall it
happening. That isn’t to say it never happens, it just didn’t
happen in the past few years for me. Because the first quote is
usually higher, making additional calls and getting other bids is
not a waste of time.

You are going to learn a lot from the first
guy you talk to about your project. This could be why he’s the
highest quote, out of a feeling he should be compensated for
spending so much time teaching you about his field. Maybe you even
like him the most. But you’re getting multiple bids and he’s the
highest price for the exact same work.

Use this learn-most/highest-quote tendency to
your advantage. Select a farther-away shop or one you are only
lukewarm about for the first site visit. This way the learning
curve is climbed before your top choice visits.

Having even one other estimator in before
contacting your preferred contractor does wonders for getting the
best price from your preferred business.

As for that overly-high first quote, it isn’t
necessarily the case that the guy is a lost cause. If you favor a
bidder for other reasons but his price was too high, don’t just
discard his quote. It’s possible to call him back and let him know
the price to match or beat, after confirming the specifics are
identical. Is he higher because he’s using higher quality
components? Are you sure both parties are quoting the same amount
of work?

Bring up areas where his quote may differ
from the other ones. Will you expressly permit him to use the lower
cost materials to match the lower quote?

Lastly, you might be tempted to ask him to
match the lowest quote, which came from a guy who gave you the
creeps and you’d never hire.

Don’t go opportunist on your favorite guy.
See what a slippery slope that is? If you’re asking him to match a
price, be sure it is really the firm who will get the job if your
favorite guy says sorry, he can’t match it.

Return to Table of Contents






When time is NOT money

We’ve all heard the saying time equals money,
but when is that not true? When the company has employees on
payroll who don’t have enough work to fill eight hours.

In that case those employees should be
encouraged to do extras for customers which incur labor only. To
throw out a few examples, a wallpapering firm could throw in
wallpapering the light switches to match. A painter could reinstall
the curtain rods. An accountant could make a couple of graphs for a
client. Increasing the quality level during slow times generates
word of mouth that brings in more customers.

Businesses can and should use slow times to
provide a higher level of customer service and practice higher
quality. During busy times it can be advantageous to give customers
a significant price break for moving a job from busy to less-busy
times. It might seem like a reduction in income but it’s absolutely
an increase. During the busy times the workers are fully busy, and
during slow times instead of being idle they are gainfully
employed.

Empowering the estimator to give a 30%
discount for moving the job from this month to the slow time 6
weeks from now results in a happier customer, better word of mouth
and greater annual income with no change to fixed costs.

If you are hiring a contractor in his slow
time, don’t hesitate to ask him to throw in things that are mainly
labor.

While on this thought, don’t forget that you
have strong healthy workmen at your house and you’ve paid for their
time. If you want a dresser moved, some boxes transported from
basement to attic, or the ceiling fan cleaned, now is a good time
to ask. Use them for those things that would take one person a half
an hour but only a minute for two. When the fellows delivered my
new stove, I had them slide out the frig, which was too stuck to
the floor for me alone to manage, so I could clean under it
too.






Credit Card Court

When you pay by credit card, contesting the
payment with the credit card company is absolutely the most
perfect, wonderful method in the whole wide world to get your money
back. It’s easy, free, and quick. When you win, your money appears
instantly. If you lose, no court costs. No paying for parking, no
taking off work; simply sit in front of your computer or whip out
your phone during a TV commercial break and do it.

Paying with a credit card puts all the power
and clout of the huge credit card company on your side when you
have a dispute with someone you paid for goods or services. Even if
the charge posted fifty days ago and you’ve paid the card in full
twice since then, you can dispute the charge and get your money
back if some deception or non-delivery occurred.

Never before in the history of mankind has
there been such a powerful entity enforcing ethical behavior in
every type of business. It is a superpower we should not discard
lightly by using checks, debit cards or cash.

To contest a charge, go to your account on
their website, find the charge, and click to contest it. The actual
steps vary by site; some have you fill out an online form with the
transaction ID, others have a clickable link right below the
transaction line. Look for the FAQ; it will always tell you how to
contest a charge.

The differences between contesting the charge
with the credit card company vs. using small claims court to get
your money back are so profound and amazing that you will wonder
why no one told you this before.

When you contest a charge in ‘credit card
court’ as I affectionately call it, immediately, the disputed
charges are frozen, meaning no interest accrues, until it is
resolved. Card policies could vary, so if you are carrying a
balance, ask the customer service rep.

In small claims court, interest keeps
accruing, along with fines if you don’t pay your bill.

In credit card court, if you already paid the
full balance owed before or during these proceedings, it has no
impact on your case, meaning it doesn’t imply you think you won’t
win.

In small claims court, payments you made on
time and other merely conscientious behaviors could be used against
you; if you believed he was doing OK in the beginning, the judge
will be skeptical of your change of heart at completion.

Credit card court leans in your favor. Yes,
I’m saying the judge is your buddy. Well, the actual situation is
that vendors are held to a higher standard than card users, which
is the less sensational way of saying the judge is your buddy.

In small claims court, the judge is
impartial.

Credit card court looks closely at past bad
acts for patterns. It may take as few as three contested charges
for MasterCard or VISA to pull credit card services from that
company. You do not stand alone. If this company is building a
history of complaints, those act as a multiplier.

In small claims court, past bad acts are not
admissible.

In credit card court, the credit card company
sends you paperwork immediately, in one to three days. Watch for it
and endeavor to fill it out and return it the very next day. They
move fast and will phone you if things go a few days with no
response. Remember, you have mobilized your judge buddy now and
this business’s lifeblood hangs in the balance so they want to
clear it up one way or another as soon as possible. Small claims
court takes months and memory gets foggy, harming your case.

In credit card court, the card company will
communicate what the seller says and will arbitrate. You do not
have to speak to the seller if you don’t want to.

In small claims court you have to share a
waiting room with your opponent, and then must sit ten feet away
from him in court, which is upsetting.

In credit card court, the card company may
ask you to send photos, documentation and whatnot. The defendant is
asked for similar evidence. He cannot win by sitting silent, which
can happen in small claims court if you don’t have sufficient
support for your accusations. In credit card court he is required
to prove his case even if you cannot solidly prove yours, because
he is held to a higher standard of behavior.

In credit card court, if the card company
decides in your favor, your money comes back immediately. Since new
customers are using their charge cards with that business every
week, it’s no skin off the credit card’s nose to set aside part of
it and give it to you. The seller gets dinged and you are made
whole.

In small claims court, at the very best he
sends a check 25 days from now; at worst, you have to pay more
(uncompensated) money to initiate collection proceedings and it
could take six months or longer to receive it.

In credit card court, a business often leaps
to settling with you directly rather than have the credit card
court decide against him (to avoid the multiplier effect in future
disputes). If this happens, simply look online or in the paperwork
they send you for a checkbox next to a statement saying that it has
been resolved to your satisfaction. Check the box, sign the form,
and the credit card company stops mobilizing on your behalf.

Return to Table of Contents


3. Renovate, Add On, or Move?






It’s common to start with a modest addition,
say a bump-out of the living room and master bedroom above, and
then add a total bathroom renovation, and then add an electrical
system upgrade, or any of a dozen other wonderful improvements.
Planning an addition can be like the proverbial frog in the pot on
the stove: the water heats up so gradually that at no moment does
it decide it’s too hot and jump out, and thus gets cooked.

Don’t get financially cooked by incrementing
your addition past 25% of your current house value. In every
community, a house will increase in value up to about 10% more than
the neighborhood average. Trying to get more at sale time means
your house will languish unsold. If getting 50% of the value of the
improvements means the house price would be 10% above the
neighborhood average, do it for your enjoyment alone.

If the pricetag on your project goes higher
than 20% of current value, seriously think about buying a different
house with everything you want in the original design, not as a
tacked-on afterthought. That house might be only a block or two
away.

Online, it isn’t hard to find bald-faced
total lies about the return on investment for various home
improvements. A few: installing a steel front door will recoup 70%
of your investment and a new deck will pay back 60% at home sale
time. If everyone in the neighborhood has a deck, your house will
be even-steven. It can lose value for having no deck or having a
junky deck, but it can’t soar another $5,000 over the neighbors for
just having a new deck. Appraisals don’t work like that.

A door is a door to an appraiser, even if
it’s a spectacular door; there’s no allowance on his standard form
for anything more than ‘in great condition.’ You can get the same
rating with a coat of paint, new kickplate and new door knob. One
of my household projects entailed replacing an awful fireplace made
from adhesive-backed plastic ‘bricks’ and a plain board for a
mantle with a new stone front going to the ceiling, a 5” thick
solid oak mantle and a one-piece granite hearth. When it was done,
as far as appraised value was concerned it was still a
fireplace.

My fireplace, however, wasn’t valueless. Home
improvements can be split into two types: those that increase the
specs and those that reduce days-to-close. Wow-factor improvements
such as a stone fireplace, a spectacular front door, an elegant
patio, big windows, California closets, or a built-in china cabinet
appeal instantly to buyers. An outstanding feature or two makes
everyone overlook or minimize other drawbacks.

Upgrades such as adding a bathroom, bedroom
or garage, finishing a basement, or installing central air
conditioning become a new appraiser line item so will increase the
value up to the high end of the neighborhood and then flat
line.

Adding a basement bedroom or one bath may
attract a different set of buyers but within that set you're
competing with homes having that fourth bedroom or second bath as
part of the original design. Think about the competition. It might
be easier to compete as a 3-bedroom with a gorgeous kitchen remodel
than as a 4-bedroom with one of them being damp, having a low
ceiling and a cold floor.

Don't assume the improvements are like cash
in the bank unless the shabbiness is sinking the value. If you’re
determined to do something just before sale, focus on improvements
that reduce days-to-close. A local real estate agent can rattle
these off for you in your price range. Don’t guess at them because
they’re often not what you expect. Regional differences are
significant.

When you sell a house, you sell at the
neighborhood average. To get buyers to pick your house out of the
seven they looked at you need one to three features that are
desirable but hard to find at that price range.

For days-to-close improvements, the way you
get your money back is in freedom to move on your schedule, without
overlapping mortgages, bridge loans and tax bills for a few months
or worse, putting belongings into storage and living in a motel in
another city until the house sells. Expenses related to long
days-to-close can amount to thousands if not tens of thousands of
dollars. Don’t discount the expenses related to inconvenience as
hypothetical. They are the hidden cost of selling a home and
moving. Anyone who discourages you from counting them in the metric
has some financial gain angle.

If you’re planning a major renovation or
addition, when costs have crept up to an unintended level, pause.
Put a pin in it and bring ‘buying a new house’ back on the table.
If you’re contemplating an addition on a 1200 sq. ft. house to make
it an 1800 sq. ft. house, just buying the 1800 sq. ft. one will
leave you in better financial standing two years from now than
adding on.

There are exceptions. Some of those
exceptions could be if the value of your land is high, if the
neighboring homes are mostly 1900 sq. ft., if you just can’t sell
this house, or if the prevailing interest rates are several
percentage points higher than the main mortgage. If the main
mortgage is fixed at 4% but the best mortgage rate today is 11%,
then an additional mortgage for only the improvements is sound
thinking.

The costs involved with moving are more
predictable (not perfectly predictable) than the costs of an
addition. People who know construction will quip “Calculate the
cost of the addition, then double it.” No one says that about
house-buying.

[image: tmp_71a510385987fafff9d952f06d5912af_2DMOFy_html_47bbe595.jpg]

Home improvements have a messy stage






The worst reason to become committed to an
addition is a dread of the hassle of moving. The hassle of living
through a drafty, noisy, disruptive, messy construction project is
usually underestimated and can be worse. If you don't want to move
because you like your neighborhood and your commute, consider
becoming someone who moves only a few blocks into a house they like
better. There are a lot of people who have done that; I know, I am
one.

The question should be, “what’s the best way
to have the desired features in my abode and be the most
financially robust in two years?” The answer to that may not
involve living with a tarp for a wall for three months.
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4. Being Your Own General Contractor






Before you begin to stick your toe in the
waters of a major project, check the local zoning laws. Talk to
your Building Inspector (BI) about the laws pertaining to your
neighborhood. These might affect how close you can come to the
edges of your property, limit square footage, limit the purpose of
the addition, and un-grandfather you in some aspect you can’t
imagine at this point.

 

“Grandfathered” means it was in place prior
to the exact date the zoning law became effective. Thus, you are
not compelled to do anything because your home was legal and
remains so. After you modify part of the house, you may become
obligated to comply with current zoning on some feature to pass
building inspections.

Check whether your neighborhood had a
homeowner’s association (HOA) set up by the builder or at some
point in the past. Only when I was moving out did I discover one
house I lived in had an HOA, and it forbid both fences and pools.
Over the years, neighbors had installed both; they were as unaware
as I was that the builder had done this fifteen years before. While
we all got along so mutually agreed to ignore it, it’s easy to see
how one bad apple could really financially damage the
neighbors.

Most HOA have an additional layer of rules,
whose obedience is compelled in the fine print on your deed. Condo
associations also have rules that affect what individual homeowners
can do to the property, inside and out.

If you overstep any of these rules, the law
is on the other guy’s side, the side that says you have to tear it
all out. The scope and breadth of these rules are impossible to
predict or cover in one book, and have no doubt some of them are
ridiculous, unjustifiable, and nit-picky to an extreme. So look
before you spend any money.

In some communities the structure can come
within three feet of the property line, in others ten feet, in
others thirty feet. The rules can prohibit non-structure changes
such as installing a fence, a shed, a treehouse, a paved patio,
even planting certain kinds of trees and shrubs. The last thing you
want is to pull a permit, get halfway done, and have the
inspector’s visit end with a big, fat, never-changing NO.

TV shows about the exploits of home flippers
and remodelers show them wasting tens of thousands of dollars on
aborted plans—and one would think they have the staff to look into
zoning laws and HOA rules. Even “This Old House” had to change a
project in the middle of filming! If I recall correctly, it
involved raising the roof to create a third floor; a great idea,
but not when zoning doesn’t allow three-story buildings in that
area.

In short, even though you own the house, you
aren’t free to do what you like. Before you hire an architect or
designer, before you call a contractor to the property, be sure you
have sleuthed out the maximum parameters and outer appearance rules
yourself, or hire someone specifically to do it. No one else will
naturally do this for you, and the further along the project is,
the more everyone assumes it’s already been done. There are 10,000
stories out there about additions that went several inches over the
allowed footprint so had to be removed or chopped.

When you find out ahead of time that zoning
doesn’t permit it, it’s possible to request a zoning waiver or
change the zoning rule. If your situation is reasonable, it’s
likely you’ll get it. It could take months, but it is the lesser of
the evils. Doing it afterwards won’t have as good a result, because
zoning laws are usually not retroactive, which means you still
built under the old laws so are still in violation. Besides, you
have pissed off the city fathers with your insubordination.

Zoning and HOA rules are cases where the old
saying, “It’s better to ask forgiveness than to ask permission”
does not apply. Don’t test me on this; trying to sneak a violation
through, hoping no one notices, is too risky when your financial
ruin is at stake.

When getting an addition, a major renovation,
or even getting a whole home built, you will have a lengthy
relationship with your contractor. Setting it up in the beginning
so responsibilities are clear is crucial. There are contractors and
General Contractors, or GC; the latter serve as the boss of a
temporary conglomeration of several specialty contractors. Most GC
may do part of the work with their own crews; in other cases the GC
may have no workers on-site, but only hire, manage and coordinate
all the various trades needed to complete the job. When you hire a
general contractor you pay only him, and he hires and pays all the
other guys. He provides the warranty so you don’t have to worry
about who did it. That’s the theory, at any rate.
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Carpenters prepare the pouring frame for a new
concrete sidewalk and porch. Some projects involve more than two
trades.






A homeowner may serve as his own GC. In some
states there is testing and licensing, while in others people can
anoint themselves with the title. A homeowner, however, is never
limited in how many contractors he or she can hire in a year, or
how many can work concurrently. In this way it’s possible for the
property owner to legally become a GC on their own property.

That said, the more building experience a
person has the better GC he or she is. If you haven’t worked in any
of the usual trades –drywalling, cementwork, plumbing, electrician,
landscaping, roofing, framing, etc.—in a paid capacity, only
dabbled in your basement, you haven’t got the chops to do this job
without many regrets at the end. You will acquire many cocktail
hour stories illustrating the extent to which a project can go off
the rails even though you take every precaution within your ability
to predict.

What kinds of things can happen? To throw out
just one thing, an inexperienced GC will incorrectly predict lead
time on materials delivery and incur waiting and delay expenses. In
some cases delay exposes the project to weather damage, which must
be repaired . . . and so on. There’s no way to fast forward twenty
years of experience into three months. The time and cost estimates
of an experienced GC are more reliable and accurate. He’s been this
way before so can see around corners.

There are plenty of books advising you to be
your own GC. I can’t repeat it too many times; only people with
construction experience end up saving money, and half of them find
their savings amounts to minimum wage for the time they spent.

If you’ve tackled any home repair in the past
five years by calling one guy and hiring him without getting
competitive bids, you are way too green to cope with being a GC.
You’ve got to enjoy, not begrudge, talking to three to seven
businesses for every task that needs to be done. Three is only for
trades where you have personal experience; five to nine is what you
need when you haven’t hired and supervised this work before.

The one thing a real GC has going for him is
repeat work. You don’t have that. Sub-contractors pull their weight
and jump to it because next month and next year a full-time GC will
have more work for them if they stay on his list.

You are just a homeowner with deep pockets
who is pulled in so many directions that the average contractor
will feel he can slide shortcuts and overcharges by you without
drawing your full focus. Right or wrong, he’s going to proceed like
that. Which means that sub-contractors who are efficient and
reasonable for a GC will be a handful for you. They will require
more supervision and reminding than a GC has to deal with.

Suppliers fib. They tell you the delivery
date you want to hear. People in the trades learn which types of
things have soft, untrustworthy dates and do a lot of checking up
before scheduling workers. Newbies believe every date is written in
pen and simply schedule workers.

The reason suppliers fib is that they don’t
want you to buy from their competitors or order something less
expensive. If they said six weeks instead of two weeks, you’d find
something with a shorter lead time or shop elsewhere. Once you’ve
sunken two weeks into it, you’re less likely to back out.

Being your own GC on a major project will
stress your marriage. If you are engaged, that’s over now. You’ve
heard the saying, “Never wallpaper a room with your fiancé or the
marriage will be off?” Well, being your own GC is like thirty rooms
of wallpaper.


5. The Building Inspector

In construction,
many aspects would be shorted, cheated and made flimsy if builders
had no oversight or financial incentive to do it right. Weaknesses
and inferior materials or methods might take three to fifteen years
to fail, long beyond the time you could come after him for
remedy.

To protect consumers there are State building
codes for contractors to follow and the government requires
in-process inspections by knowledgeable people, your town’s
Building Inspector (BI).

Remove any scrutiny or oversight and your
contractor will not do it to code. Taking this view is prudent
regardless of the circumstances. Things can be done better than
code requires, and often should be; code is merely a minimum
requirement.

This is why the Building Inspector is your
best friend. Limit yourself to hiring contractors who have a fair
to good relationship with the Building Inspector in your town or
neighboring towns. When asserting construction is a corrupt arena
it might imply it extends to defining a ‘good relationship’ with
the Building Inspector, if you catch my drift.

At some point one has to hang their hat
somewhere, and I hang mine here: Nothing positive or cost effective
comes from an antagonistic relationship with your town’s Building
Inspector.

Someone might fill your ear with the flaws
and shortcomings of your BI, but that is irrelevant; you need a
contractor who has figured out how to work agreeably with him or
else it will cost you delay, frustration, tear-outs, and most of
all, lots more money.
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Permits are issued by the county, city, town
or village; many have on-line forms and allow payment by credit
card. The contractor should pull the permit for the work he does,
since his work will be inspected. If everything goes fine it
doesn’t matter who pulled the permit, but if things go sideways it
gets murky and possibly problematic if you, the homeowner, pulled
the permit.

The permits give the Building Inspector a
heads-up about the type of work that is occurring so he can
schedule one or more inspection visits. If he finds something amiss
he will often require things get removed or dismantled and the
offending part replaced or altered to meet code.

The BI is like an Umpire in baseball; some
players use their experience to get away with skirting the rules
when he isn’t looking and quarrel with his interpretation when he
sees it. Other players never have a problem with an umpire.

Since the rules are clear-cut and there isn’t
a game to win or lose, it seems plausible a contractor could just
comply with code to eliminate all hassle in his life. Try to find
that guy.

For the rest, there’s $5.50 to gain so the
temptation to use the cheaper outlet, grade of wood, or you-name-it
is a siren always singing.

A contractor may enlist the help of the
homeowner in circumventing compliance with code, explaining it in
some way that sounds like it’s a good deal or makes it seem that
the code is unreasonable or outmoded. This is so seldom the case
that even if you have no means to articulate an objection and can’t
imagine what the counter-argument would be, your answer should be
that you want it to be code or better.

The situation might not be between code and
below code, but better than code and code. Say the Architect calls
out for feature V V on paper, and later your contractor finds some
moment when your concentration is divided to mention that V V is
not to code and he would like to do it to code, which is w. At the
moment you cannot evaluate V V vs. w so you say OK.

The Architect’s feature could cost three
times as much; in getting you to authorize stepping back to merely
code, the contractor, who quoted the more expensive thing, gets to
pocket the difference.

Just because a contractor says it’s code
doesn’t mean it’s better. Code is a minimum. I myself have called
out a lot of things better than code and contractors protested
virtually every one of them. It would be unlikely I am the only one
to suffer push-back. A house that only meets code would be boring.
Upgrades from code add style, beauty and convenience.







6. Buying Components Yourself






Left to their own devices, contractors
install cheap stuff all over the place. For new construction,
additions and remodeling, customers should select much of the
hardware themselves instead.

If the contractor insists he buys in bulk so
will not reduce his estimate proportionally, you will have to
persist because now you are certain he’s installing junk. Do not
give up easily; you are buying this so have every right to pick the
components you want. No builder or contractor ever HAS TO install a
certain brand or model of anything. He is making that up. He is
merely being cranky due to a slight inconvenience and the loss of
the markup. Or he’s double-dipping or something. I don’t even want
to guess. Something is fishy, leave it at that.

One can either let the contractors provide
quotes their usual way, then discuss price reductions with only
your top choice, or simply provide a list of the items you will
select for yourself before he jots up a bid.

Often at an early stage the contractor offers
to buy the items for you so you benefit from his contractor
discount. He’s fibbing, but it could save you time so it’s personal
preference whether you say OK.

Nearly always the consumer is lucky to see 5%
of that discount because the contractor pockets it himself. It can
amount to hundreds of dollars, which is why he was desperate to
make the buy. Even if he meant it when he offered, later on after
you have a signed contract with him, it’s hard to mentally justify
lowering your bill by hundreds of dollars; he rationalizes doing
that will have no effect on your satisfaction with his work, so
keeps the money.

If you have time on your hands, shopping
sales and negotiating a lower price for a larger purchase will get
you some good discounts. If that doesn’t sound like fun, then
letting the contractor buy them and checking to ensure he charges
you list price and not a dime more is sufficient.

Upgrading quality at the outset improves the
whole job at a fraction of the price of upgrading later. The cost
difference between cheap and high quality closet doors is $40 a
set, so upgrading six sets in the whole house could be only $240
more.

Upgrading a faucet at first installation
could cost $50 more; replacing it 5 years later, $290.

Fireplace surrounds: upgrading by $500 can
make an astounding difference that will change the impression your
guests (and future homebuyers) have of the whole house. There is so
much bang for the buck in the appearance of a fireplace that it is
sad when a builder or homeowner chooses to save $200 or $500 right
here.






You’ll be happier with the end result if you
select most or all of these for yourself:






overhead light fixtures

fireplace surround

mantelpiece

front door

screen doors

inside doors

closet doors

doorknobs & door locks

doorbells

light switches

bathroom lights

bathroom exhaust fan

can lights

all external lights

bathroom mirror

sinks

faucets

trim

If you get quotes but later decide to select
and purchase some of the above items yourself, some contractors
might balk at giving you credit, meaning no knocking something off
the price which initially included these things. He’s too ashamed
to admit what he was going to install tallies up to $93.87. If the
faucet you pick runs $90, don’t expect him to deduct $90 from his
price, since he was going install a $7 one.

Provide it anyway, because the labor portion
is more than twice the price of the item, and replacing builder’s
cheap in piecemeal fashion over the next eight years will cost you
thousands. It’s the same labor to install a $7 faucet as a $90 one,
but the latter will look great and be the room’s focal point for
fifteen years, while the former will leak and look bad in three
years.

Sometimes a contractor can’t find it in
himself to give you a price reduction for picking the light
fixtures and doorknobs. One option to break the impasse is to ask
for an upgrade on something he does offer in exchange.

The earlier the better, hand over your list
of the parts you’ll buy rather than live with his cheap junk. Keep
being on your side as a strong advocate for your wishes. You are
better off getting good components now rather than incur labor
costs or losing weekends doing it yourself in the future.
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Conclusion

“If I’m
going to read a book on hiring contractors, I want one written by a
contractor, not just someone who hires contractors.”

That makes sense to some people. I’ve hired
over 400 contractors and received great work for the agreed-upon
price 98% of the time. Some contractor-written books imply that you
need to know their trade to get their best work and fair prices. In
a smoke and mirrors fashion they focus your attention on the
complexities and training involved with the task, but in reality
the cost is simply a factor of how long it takes. A one-day job
should incur a full burden labor rate of $35 to $75 per hour per
person working, and a half day, half of that.

When no one is working, your cost is $0.
Putting air time into the job so the start and finish are farther
apart does not make a four-day job more expensive. It’s still a
four-day job, even if there are fifteen days when no one shows up
and nine days where someone is working less than three hours. This
is something a contractor will never tell you.

You’ll find many books on hiring contractors
that are chock full of stories about projects gone awry. Those
horror stories make an interesting read, but as a teaching tool,
not so good. When people get scared, they become avoidant. Hearing
too many bad-outcome stories will make anyone seek to reduce
exposure to contractors, strain to discern their moral character,
and become overly litigious.

To make an analogy, if I hammer home the
danger of a four-way stop to a teenager learning to drive in great
gory detail, the result won’t be humble compliance with the traffic
rules, but rather an overwhelming urge to minimize the exposure to
such danger. Therefore, my teenager will instinctively race through
four-way stops at 50 MPH while not looking sideways.

This ‘racing through without looking
sideways’ is exactly what people do in the contracting world.
Horror stories do not encourage a person to interview six
candidates. Scared, intimidated homeowners are more likely to give
the job to the only contractor they call. Scaring you is very
lucrative for contractors; if they get a call, the job is
theirs.

You don’t need to be scared. Becoming
confident and feeling your power at the start of the contractor
selection process is vital to making good decisions.

“I can get all I need to know about hiring
contractors from the internet.”

Much of information on the internet is
written by the contractors themselves. About 90% of the information
is rock solid true, but sprinkled in there are self-serving biases
and downright fibs aimed at making more money.

A second group writing about home improvement
are the journalists. They can be columnists, bloggers, or TV
producers, but they all have one thing in common: they are writers
and teachers, and their income depends upon maintaining good
relationships with their contractor and building supply sources of
information.

Even if they perceive that a contractor says
‘replace’ when a repair would hold up for ten years, they bite
their tongues and channel the information without edit lest their
source get angered and cut him off.

What am I talking about? One video by a
highly respected contractor which most libraries in the US keep on
the shelves is wonderful except for one thing: he states
unabashedly and clearly that the cost of a renovation or addition
can be equal to the equity in the house. He says it will add that
much to the value of the house.

Absolutely false. Equity is a factor of the
down payment plus how long ago the house was purchased, totally
unrelated to the payback of a renovation. A $300,000 house could
have equity of $60,000 or $180,000. Worse than merely spending
every last dime of your equity, if the house is appraised at the
high end of the neighborhood now, an upgrade will top out at 10%
more than current value no matter how much it cost.

If you have a $300K house in a $300K
neighborhood, throwing $150K into it will not give you a $400K
house at sale time no matter what the contractor says. Go buy a
$400K house in a $400K neighborhood and you’ll be $50K ahead.

Case two: A well-respected home repair
journalist recently quoted a contractor who said $3,000 is a good
price for tuck-pointing (repointing) a brick chimney. In reality,
several linear feet can be done per hour, so even a very large
brick chimney up the outside of a two-story home should be
completed in less than two days. At a generous $60 an hour that’s
only $960, plus about $50 for materials.

Case three: Many window companies publish a
Q&A where ‘someone’ asks about replacing a window that has gone
foggy. The contractor helpfully volunteers that a replacement
window can be installed economically in the same footprint in one
day. In truth, this window has lost none of its insulating ability
or functionality, so if it’s behind a curtain or sheers most of the
time, or has no great view, nothing needs to be done!

Being overcharged for home repairs or getting
taken by a swindler isn’t just an inconvenience. It can’t always be
paid off by cutting out restaurant meals and having a staycation
this year.

When I was contemplating writing a book to
help people hire the right contractor for their job, I came across
a statistic that lit a fire under me. In the middle of a US
Government study analyzing foreclosures and how people lose their
homes, there it was.

Job loss was of course a highly ranking
factor, but the researchers were surprised to find that about 25%
of the time, what started the snowball rolling was being ripped off
on a major home repair. Not simply having or needing an expensive
repair, but specifically being overcharged by the contractor who
eventually completed it, or hiring a swindler who demanded most of
the money up front and then did little or nothing so they had to
hire a second contractor to actually fix it.

The confidence-shattering effect of realizing
they stumbled into owing thousands, even tens of thousands for what
should have cost a fraction of that amount affected their ability
to hang onto their job or find another job, plus had a negative
impact on their relationships and diminished their energy
level.

Hiring the wrong contractor can be
life-changing. Inappropriate contractors can take a small job and
wreck more than they fix. I call them wrong and not bad because
they are probably good at something, just not the thing they were
hired to do.

As I say in Contractor Heaven, I can’t teach
you how to be a good judge of character because I possess no such
skill myself. I can, however, teach you how to select and hire good
contractors when you have no ability at all to discern their inner
soul.

# # #






I hope you enjoyed this collection of
essays.

If it was interesting or helpful, please take
a moment to let others know how much you enjoyed it by leaving a
review on the site where you obtained it.

Thanks!

Visit my website for more helpful tips and
links to my consumer-oriented books:

http://www.gettingbestprice.com
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Contractor
Heaven: Bringing Out the Best in Your Home Improvement
Contractor

The Art of Hiring, Managing and Paying
Professional Help

Whether hiring a handyman for a two hour job
or building an addition, whether you’re getting ducts cleaned or
becoming a house flipper, this book will help you hire the right
shop so you get the job done to your satisfaction. How to write a
contract, charts for full burden labor by skill level, and even
more about getting your money back!

For more information, visit:

http://www.gettingbestprice.com

A best-selling car buying book!

Getting the Best Price on a Used Car

http://gettingbestprice.com/?p=80

Briefcase Travel: Packing Light for Business
Trips

http://gettingbestprice.com/?p=647

The guide to ultra-light packing for short
trips. Men’s and Women’s chapters. Take a two or three day trip
with only a briefcase or shoulder bag, even if a computer and
papers take up half of it. Keep your dignity and adapt instantly to
schedule changes. Never risk stashing bags in a rental car or
depending on strangers to watch your luggage. On small regional
planes, keep your bag, not be forced to check it. Bonus: Dozens of
hotel and flight tips to make your trip comfortable and
hassle-free.











Warranty Work: Getting a Good Outcome Over
the Phone

http://gettingbestprice.com/warranty-work/

Get exactly what you want when making a
warranty call, or even a better-than-expected result.

It is your right to have a fully working
product right to the last day of the warranty period. Here’s how to
get it.

A step by step guide for conducting your
warranty call to make a good outcome almost inevitable.






Flying for First Timers

http://gettingbestprice.com/travel-tips

Handle airports and airlines with confidence!
Dozens of ways to save money and time, whether you fly twice a year
or haven’t flown for ages. Fast forward right to being a pro when
it comes to travel insurance, online ticketing, boarding passes,
being comfortable, and getting a better seat on the day of
flight.

Breeze through the TSA screening process
after reading these great tips from an actual baggage scanner
designer!

Jet lag no more; feel your best the day after
you land, and get a whole extra day at your destination!

The art of handling delays and cancelled
flights; a couple of options so you do not have to sleep on the
floor at the airport.

Lost bags: how to prevent it from happening,
and if it does, how to ensure your bags find you as quickly as
possible.

Everything you need to reduce stress and
improve your ability to handle any turn of events on your trip, all
in one place.






Italy for First Timers

http://gettingbestprice.com/italy/

Get the most out of your trip! Tourist cards
–what’s included (and what’s not) for each major city, how to evade
the VAT tax, how to navigate Italy’s public transportation, picking
a hotel you won't regret, and how to get good service in Italian
restaurants. This indispensable guide is guaranteed to save you
twenty times the cost of the book plus make the most of your time.
Hundreds of tips, including:

Jet Lag no more. This really works!

Preparing for the trip, from packing smart to
which attractions need to be booked in advance and which are
walk-up.

Group package tour or devise your own plan?
Pros and Cons to help you decide.

Get a great price on airfare, improve your
seat assignment after you buy the ticket, reduce hassle with the
TSA, and tricks to making the flight more comfortable-yes, it can
be done!

Understanding Italian restaurants: why
Americans think they give lousy service, and when you find out why,
you’ll wish we had the same high caliber staff in the US!

How to sleep on the plane, use a bidet,
wander care-free in Venice, and three things to leave in the hotel
when city sightseeing.

Time is your most precious resource. Find out
the best way to wake up on time when far away from home.
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Due for release in November 2014:

Fixing It Fast and Fine: Home Repair for Real
Estate Agents

Real estate agents have a special power that
neither a moving-away homeowner or a new-to-the-neighborhood buyer
can even remotely hope to have: clout with local contractors. Who
has time to learn all about home repair? Not you! Find out the
simple shortcut way to have expertise at your fingertips, have
clients love you, shorten days-to-close, and be the go-to agent
when the owner is already out-of-town or deceased.
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