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Preface

preface

After 45 years of combined experience in our industry,
we have compiled our extensive experience into an
informative report that will help you choose the right
contractor for your project.
If you follow the guidelines in this report, I’m confident
you’ll find someone you’ll be pleased with, whether
you choose to do business with us or any other qualified
professional.
This information will show you how to avoid the
frustration and heartache that so many people
suffer from when they build or remodel their homes. I
hope you find it useful.

Bill Haussler

Chris Otte
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Secret 1

Misconceptions Revealed

1.1

If the Better Business Bureau doesn’t have any complaints
against the contractor, he must be qualified. This is a
common and often costly misconception. In fact, just
because a contractor doesn’t have any complaints with
the BBB, does not mean you’re working with someone
who is a reputable professional. You need to investigate the company further. Many contractors, though
they have no BBB complaints, do not do a satisfactory
job (much less, a superior job). To ensure you’re dealing with a
reputable professional, use the BBB as a starting place, not the
only place.
Also keep in mind, the BBB is not a government agency and it does
not keep a record on every contractor in town. There are several very
reputable contractors the BBB has no record of at all. To truly gain
perspective on a contractor’s credibility, research beyond the BBB.

misconceptions revealed

1.2

$

Going with the lowest price saves you money. NO, not
necessarily! Everyone tends to look for the lowest price. On
a low estimate, you must ask yourself what is being left out or what
shortcut is being taken. Let me explain...
One contractor provided an owner with a kitchen proposal $6000.00
less than the next bidder. The homeowners went against their gut
feeling and thought they would take a chance on the contractor. They
wanted to save money and accepted his proposal. After the project
began, the owner realized that the contractor low-balled all of his
fixture allowances in order to keep his price low. They also realized
as the project went on, the contractors lack of specifications lead
to discrepancies in the scope of work. He subsequently charges for
additional services. The homeowner was upset. All the additional
charges cost more than the $6000.00 they thought they were saving.
One of the most common signs of trouble ahead is someone
offering to do work for much less money than others. Like anything
else, you can’t get something for nothing. Be careful of choosing
your contractor based upon the lowest price.
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Secret 1

Misconceptions Revealed

1.3

misconceptions revealed

Doing it yourself saves money. Sometimes the “weekend warrior” can undertake small projects like painting,
hanging wallpaper, routine repairs, etc. But beware of
undertaking larger, more complicated projects. What starts out as an
attempt to save money, can turn into a costly mess. All too often, the
job is botched and it costs more to have a reputable professional come
in and fix what’s been done. Less than 20% of these do-it-yourself
jobs work out - mostly due to lack of experience on the part of the
homeowner. If you want to be assured your project will turn out the
way you want it, call a reputable professional.

1.4

If a person claims to have many years of experience, they
must do quality work. I can’t tell you how many people
receive bad workmanship from contractors who’ve claimed to be in
business or the trade for twenty years. Take experience claims with
a grain of salt. Just because a contractor claims to have twenty years
experience, does not mean you’ll get what you want. He could have
done a poor job for twenty years. Investigate further to ensure you’re
dealing with a qualified professional.
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Secret 2

Avoid Common Scams

2.1

Today only discounts. If a contractor ever tells you the
price is available for “today only”, it’s time to show him
the door. Quite often they’ll provide you a story that by signing
today you’re entitled to a “model home” or “advertising discount”. The
story centers around the need to use your home as a model to advertise
their services in the neighborhood. They mark their prices up just to
give you this false discount. Don’t be fooled. This is an old trick used
to pressure homeowners into making a quick decision. This is your
money we’re talking about! Quickly ask these salespeople to leave!

2.2

Avoid high-pressure salespeople. You should never feel
pressured into making a decision about choosing your
contractor. If you ever feel that a contractor or salesman is pressuring
you, ask them to back off. If they persist, its time to look for another
contractor. High pressure usually leads to a bad decision when remodeling. A qualified, reputable professional would never pressure anyone
into a project.

avoid common scams

2.3

Beware of “Door-To-Door” contractors. These
people may not be contractors at all. Never allow them
into your home until you have checked them out thoroughly! Some
contractors working in your area may put out flyers or come to your door
soliciting additional work in the area. These
contractors could be honest, reputable
people. But you should not invite them in.
Instead, politely ask them for their business card
and the name, address, and telephone number
of the people they are doing work for in the
neighborhood. Then make an appointment
with that homeowner to take a look at the
quality of their work.
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Secret 3

The Right 11 Questions To Ask

3.1

Do you carry general liability insurance? Make sure your
contractor carries general liability insurance. This type of
insurance protects your property in case of damage caused by the contractor and/or his employees. The insurance company will pay for the
cost of replacing and/or repairing any damage that occurs.
Anyone can say they are insured. Ask the contractor to have their
insurance company FAX or mail you a certificate of insurance with
you named as the certificate holder.

3.2
the right 11 questions to ask

Do you carry workers’ compensation insurance? Make
sure your contractor carries workers’ compensation insurance. It protects you from liability if a worker is injured while on your
property. Be aware that if the contractor doesn’t carry workers’ compensation coverage, you may be liable for any injuries suffered by the
contractor or any of his employees on your property.
If the contractor is a one-man operation, he can be exempt from
having to carry workers’ compensation insurance. If he is doing so
legally, he can provide you with a copy of his Construction Industry
Certificate of Exemption from Workers’ Compensation. This is very
risky for you though. If he shows up with a helper and the helper
gets hurt, with no workers’ compensation insurance, you may have to
pay the medical bills. If the uninsured contractor is sloppy about
verifying his sub-contractor’s workers’ compensation insurance and the
sub-contractor gets hurt, again
you may have to pay
the medical bills. In short, it
is much safer to
deal with a fully insured
contractor.
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The Right 11 Questions To Ask

3.3

Will you provide me with a written lien waiver? Your
contractor should be willing to provide you with a written lien waiver at the end of the job. This is a legal document which
says you, the homeowner, have paid the contractor in full for the
services rendered and the contractor waives his right to place a mechanic’s lien on your property. If during the course of construction
you receive any Notice to Owner documents from material suppliers
or sub-contractors, it would be prudent to ask the contractor for a Final
Release of Lien from each one prior to paying the contractor his final
draw. This protects you in case the contractor doesn’t pay his material
suppliers or sub-contractors after you have paid him in full.

the right 11 questions to ask

3.4

Are you a member of NARI or NAHB? NARI stands
for the National Association of the Remodeling Industry
and NAHB stands for the National Association of Home Builders.
It’s always a good idea to consider hiring a NARI or NAHB contractor. In most cases, both organizations only attract conscientious
contractors interested in bettering the industry and in weeding out
unprofessional contractors. In order to become a member, the
contractor’s background and references are thoroughly investigated.

3.5

Will you pull all the required building permits? Make
sure your contractor pulls all required permits. This is very
important. When a contractor pulls the required building
permits, you know things will be done to “code”. Also, many
homeowners’ insurance policies require pulling a permit on any
major remodeling to keep your home properly covered. Not all
contractors will do this. Many prefer not to pull permits because of the
time involved and the “hassle” with the inspectors. Some contractors
may ask you to get the permits. This could be a warning sign of the
contractor’s lack of ability to run a professional company. A reputable
contractor will permit every job where a permit is required.
9
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The Right 11 Questions To Ask

3.6

Do you guarantee your work? Your contractor should
guarantee his work for at least one year from date of
completion. Some contractors guarantee their work for two or even
three years.

3.7

Who will be in charge of the job? Make sure the contractor has a production system for managing your project and
that he is able to clearly explain the process to you. Contractors may
employ several different management approaches. The key for you as
the homeowner is to understand the role of each of the staff members.
Do not start a project and try to figure it out as you go, be certain before even signing the contract.

the right 11 questions to ask

3.8

Will you provide me with
written references? A good
contractor will be happy to provide
you with references. You should look
for a well-established contractor who can
give you several client references from
the last 6 months to one year. A confident
contractor will go as far as giving you the
names of homeowners whom he is working for
at the present time.

3.9

What percentage of
your business is repeat
or referral business? When a
significant source of a contractor’s
business is derived from repeat and
referral business, it usually indicates
that his clients are pleased with the work
they’ve received.
10
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The Right 11 Questions To Ask

3.10

the right 11 questions to ask

How do you handle “dirty work”? Construction is
dusty and dirty! It gets everywhere, especially if any
sanding is being done. Make sure the contractor will
make an honest effort to keep the dust contained. Ask what methods
the contractor will employ to contain dust. Make sure the contractor
agrees to sweep up and place all construction debris in a
predetermined place or refuse container at the end of every day.
Lead Based Paint and Your Home Renovation: Common renovation
activities like sanding, cutting and demolition can create hazardous
lead dust and chips by disturbing lead-based paint, which can be harmful
to adults and children. To protect against this risk, the EPA has issued
the Renovation, Repair and Painting rule requiring lead-safe
practices and other actions aimed at preventing lead poisoning.
It is now law that any contractor working on a home built prior to
1978 must be a Certified Renovator. For more information visit
www.epa.gov\lead.

3.11

Are you Certified? In some states it is required that a
contractor has to have a contractors license. Presently
in our state, Ohio it is not required. However, there are
several certification programs through NARI and NAHB.
These certifications set professional
contractors apart from the rest. It
says they are concerned about the
professionalism of their own industry.
A few of the certifications you can
expect to find are, CR Certified
Remodelor, CGR Certified Graduate
Remodelor, CBG Certified
Graduate Builder, CAPS
Certified Aging in Place
Specialist.
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Secret 4

The Biggest Mistakes
Homeowners Make

4.1

the biggest mistakes homeowners make

Listening to the wrong people. It never ceases to amaze
me how many people take advice on their construction and
remodeling project from people who are totally unqualified
to give this critical advice. Quite often, when I see construction
messes, (which I see virtually every day) and I ask where they got the
idea to do this or that, I inevitably hear things like:
• My brother-in-law told me to do that. He used to do
work like this on the side when he was a student.
• I asked the guy in the office next to mine. He did the
same thing to his home when he lived in Wisconsin.
• I read an article by so-and-so that said we should . . .
Everyone’s got an opinion on what you should do with your
remodeling dollars. “Do it yourself’ or “Hire the sub-contractors and
run the project yourself’, etc. Just because someone is your relative,
friend, or thinks they know construction, doesn’t mean they know the
answers to your remodeling questions or problems.
If you’ve got an idea or a thought about improving your home, call a
reputable, qualified professional to answer your questions.

4.2

Not calling at least three of the references you’re
given. So many people start out on the right track
by asking for references but then never call them. You can
never learn too much about the contractor you are considering using. Take a few minutes to talk to these people. Most
will be pleased to accept your calls. It will be worth it!
Ask if the job was done on time and at the agreed
upon price. Ask if the contractor was easy to reach
and easy to deal with. You will be surprised how
honest they will be with you.
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The Biggest Mistakes
Homeowners Make

4.3

the biggest mistakes homeowners make

Not visiting the references and seeing example work.
You can learn a lot by seeing the finished product. If the
contractor is good, many previous clients are extremely proud of their
“new” home and will be glad to let you look.

See a job in progress. Is the job site clean? Or are tools and materials
strewn about like a hurricane just blew through? Is everything dusty
and dirty, or is it covered or sealed off? Chances are if a contractor
keeps his work sites clean and neat; especially at the end of the day
when it’s time to go home, you’ve got a conscientious contractor.
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Secret 5

How Will Your Project Be Managed?

how will your remodeling project be managed?

There are several things you can observe about the potential
contractor that will be an indicator to how well your project will
be managed.

5.1

Good communication. If you can talk to each other, you
can work out any details that may come up.

• When you leave a message, does he return your call?
• Does he respond to emails in a timely manor?
• Does he listen to you?
Nothing is more important than feeling like your contractor
understands your needs and concerns. If your contractor is so busy
that he can’t return calls or emails
promptly, maybe it’s time to
look for a new contractor. When
you’re in a discussion, does the
contractor really listen to
you? I mean really listen. This
is vital.
You should always feel like the both of you are on the same page.
This can help you avoid miscommunication and costly errors. This is
a very important “secret” to a successful and enjoyable construction
experience. Choose someone who will listen to you.

5.2

Comfort. If you feel comfortable with your contractor, the chances are good your project will run smoothly.
Think about it. You’ve just invited a stranger into your home. Do
you find this person nice? Considerate? Personable? A listener? Was
he polite and courteous? Or did he make you feel that he wasn’t
interested? You will be working with this person for a matter of days,
weeks, or months depending upon the project you need completed.
Can you stand to have this person around?
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How Will Your Project Be Managed?

how will your remodeling project be managed?

5.3

Trustworthy. If you feel your contractor is trustworthy,
the likelihood of a successful project is good. Check his
references. Keep in mind that if your project will entail
entrance into your home and you won’t be home during the day, the
keys to your castle will be given to your contractor. Can you trust
him? Listen to your conscience.

5.4

Completion. Will your contractor provide you with a written
schedule? Does he have a scheduling process? A good
contractor will have a solid scheduling process. Most use a
computer program of some sort and will provide you with a
printout of the project schedule. Remember, you want to hire a good
contractor, not get a new roommate! Nothing is more frustrating and
irritating than a project that drags on and on.

5.5

Written Proposal. I can’t tell you how many contractors
I’ve seen look at rather complex jobs, spend a short amount
of time on the proposal and submit a one-page proposal to the client.
I have seen others give prices right on the spot. If you experience either of these, it would be advisable to move in another direction. You
want a detailed written proposal that shows what is included: materials, brand names where important, cost, and payment schedule.

15

Secret 5

How Will Your Project Be Managed?

5.6

how will your remodeling project be managed?

Details. All the life-impacting details need to be worked
out before work begins. Does the contractor have a system
in place to communicate these details with you?
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Where will the dumpster go, or the debris pile be created?
What time will construction begin in the morning?
What time will construction end in the evening?
Will work take place on weekends?
Will workmen refrain from smoking inside the house?
What are the rules for children in the work site?
How will access to the home be arranged?

5.7

Appearance. If your contractor has a neat appearance, this
is a very good sign of things to come. This may sound silly,
but it’s not. He doesn’t have to show up in a coat and tie, but neatness
does count. Is he clean? Is his truck presentable, or falling apart? Is
his truck permanently lettered? If his appearance is neat, chances are
good he will keep your job and your home neat.

5.8

Down payment. If the contractor asks for a big chunk
of money up front, this could be a tip-off that they
are not in good financial shape and you could be in for a rocky
experience. A fair down payment should not exceed one third,
unless custom ordered items are needed in the beginning stage of
construction. As the work progresses, you should expect to pay out
additional funds to match the prescribed, completed stages.

5.9

Change orders. With building or remodeling, there is always the chance that you may want or need to change a
material or contract item. Ask how these are handled. They should
be written on a separate document showing in detail what is being
changed and how much it will cost. This should be done before the
change is affected and signed by both the contractor and homeowner.
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Secret 6
Plan!

This is really the greatest “secret” of all!
Plan your project with a qualified building expert!
Most people spend more time planning a one-week vacation than
they do a major remodel or building project. If your considering a
remodel or a new home in the near future, sitting down and talking
with a professional building expert who can answer all of your
questions is the best advice I know.
Someone who can help you through the “maze” of planning, not to
mention all the bureaucratic “red tape” awaiting you at the building
department! Someone who listens to your every concern. Someone
who subscribes to the principles and “secrets” discussed above.

Plan!

Don’t be another “nightmare contractor” story. Plan your project
with a professional, so your home will be something of which you
will be very proud.
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About the Authors
Chris Otte and Bill Haussler have over 50 years combined
experience in the industry and both have a broad yet focused
expertise in the industry. Chris, a “Certified Graduate Builder”
has over 30 years of experience in design, construction and real
estate development. Bill, a “Certified Graduate Remodelor” and
CAPS “Certified Aging in Place Specialist” has over 25 years of
construction and remodeling excellence.
Your home is a very important place; it’s where we find every facet
of our lives converging. It’s where we work and play, where we hope
and dream, and where we face life’s greatest challenges and rewards.
It’s where we reflect on the past and plan for the future. We spend a
greater amount of time at home than any other single place. Home is
the common ground for every activity in our lives. We believe every
home should be an expression of who lives within; a place that both
reveals and shapes who we are, that it has a lot to do with our own
personal fulfillment and helps establish the lifestyle we seek.

About the Authors

Whether you are working with us or another reputable contractor it’s
important to us that your remodel meets your family goals, that you
get the design and finishes that will meet your needs and serve you
well while reflecting well on our industry.

Bill Haussler

CGR Certified Graduate Remodeler
CAPS Certified Aging in Place Specialist

Chris Otte

CGB Certified Graduate Builder

We are serious about what we do and we’re passionate
about the professionalism of our industry.
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