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Finding the right contractor for your-project
By Sheila Selby
special to the Advocate

Recently I was working with an
interior design client, Sarah, who
wanted my help with a bathroom
renovation project. During the
earlY stages of our working togeth-
er, Sarah told me she got a con-
struction cost estimate from a con-
tractor. The "contractor" was actu-

ally a friend's brother who is a
plumber. The ptumber told Sarah
he could act as the general contrac-
tor (GC) for the project and he
would bring in sulxontractors for
electrical work, tiling, etc.

Sarah expressed her concern
about the plumber's estimate to
me. And rightly so. Sarah showed
me the quote and the outlined
scope of work was so incomplete, I
didn't know whether to laugh, cry,

or be angry.There wasno mention
of electrical work or painting or
tiling and no spelling out of what
materials were included in the
quote. Needlessto say;I told Sarah
she needed to get estimates from
other contractors.

When undertaking any ~d of
significant home improvement
project, whether it's renovating a
bathroom, paintingyour bedroom,
or havinga custom closetbuilt and
installed, I strongly recommend
getting three quotes. You need
these quotes to compare with each
other. The total costs may vary
widely; some of these variations
may be due to not including cer-
tain thingsin the scope of work.To
determine if that's the case, com-
pare the line items in each esti-
mate. Are they all listingthe same
labor, e.g., disposal of demolished
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owner - the one who's writing the
quote -will be on the premises for
the project. .

The best way to find a contrac-
tor is to ask friends or family mem-
bers who have had similar work

done. You'll get an honest opinion
from them. While references pro-
vided by the contractor can be
helpful, keep in mind that the con-
tractor isn't going to give you the
name of someone who had a neg-
ative experience with him. When
speaking with the references the
contractor provides, make sure
you ask specific questions that re-
quire more than a yes or no an-
swer; you'll learn more about the
contractor that way.

In Sarah's case, maybe the
plumber she got the quote from
haS experience as a GC (Sarah had-
n't gotten any references yet), but
maybe he doesn't. He could be
one of those people who thinks
that because he's worked on the
plumbing end of bathroom reno-
vations before, that he can GC a
renovation. If the latter's the case,
then run. You don't want to be at
the bottom of his learning cwve.

items, moving furniture, painting
two coats, pulling permits? Who's
paying for what? What materials are
included in the quote, and what
materials do you pay for separately?

When choosing a contractor,
you want to be able to compare ap-
ples to apples. Ask for revised
quotes so all three estimates are
showing the same line. items.

WIiile price is a major consider-
ation when doing any type of proj-
ect, there are many other things to
take into account before making a
finai decision on a contractor.
Some of these are: the contractor's

references; the contractor's experi-
ence with your type of project;
your compatibility with each other;
when the contractor can start the

project; and whether the business
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The most frequent complain~
hear from my clients is how long
the project is takingto complete. I
have rarely known of a project
being completed within the con-
tractor's estimated time peri<:>d,
often through no fault of the con-
tractor. It could be that items are
back-ordered or during demoli-
tion, a previously-unknownissue
was found. To be on the safe side,
whatever timeframethe contractor
gives you for completion, double
it. If you begin a project with the
mindset that a delayis inevitable,it
willmake the whole processeasier
for you to dealwith.

Completedhome improvement
projectswillenhance your life.But
getting these projects started and
getting them to completion do re-
quire diligenceand tiffie.
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