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Everyone has heard the horror 
stories about working with 
contractors. The unfinished 
work, the 4 week job that took 
6 months to finish, the mess 
that was left behind, the 
phone calls that were never 
returned and the list goes on 
and on. Some of the very worst 
stories have even made the 
evening news. 

Despite all the horror stories, 
finding and working with true 
professionals who are 
passionate about doing 
outstanding work and 
fanatical about making sure 
their customers are not just 
satisfied, but delighted with 
their work is not as difficult 
as it might seem. All you need 
to do is follow some basic 
guidelines.

The first step is to identify a 
qualified contractor. Here are 
the things that you need to 
check to determine if you even 
want to contact the company.

Are they licensed and insured 
and specifically do they have 
workman’s compensation for 
their employees? If they don’t 
and a worker is injured on 
your property, you have 
substantial legal liability.

Are they a member of the 
contractor’s professional 
trade association called The 
Building & Trade Association? 
This group has very high 
standards for entrance, and 
only the best contractors are 
allowed to become members. 
Another thing to look for is 
membership in the Better 
Business Bureau. A contractor 
must have a perfect, or near 
perfect record of customer 
satisfaction in order to 
become a member. A good 
contractor will have 
membership in one or both of 
these organizations.

Both of these organizations 
exist to provide information 
about the contractor to you, 
the client. So before you call 
a contractor, contact either 
of these organizations and ask 
for a reference. 

Do they have an informational 
website? While that might seem 
like a minor point, it’s 
important for two reasons. 
First, you should be able to 
understand from their website 
exactly what they specialize 
in. You should be able to see 
pictures of their work. Keep in 
mind that the best contractor 
take great pride in their work 
and want you to see their 
accomplishments.  It’s also 
important for another reason, 
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the best contractors 
understand how to use 
technology, not only to 
promote their businesses, but 
they also use sophisticated 
software tools to create 
accurate estimates, render and 
model designs and track and 
monitor all the aspects of a 
job. 

Once you have checked these 
three things, it’s time to invite 
a minimum of three 
contractors to bid on your 
remodeling or home addition 
project.  Once again, here are 
the key things to look for.

When you called to make an 
appointment, was your call 
returned promptly and 
courteously?

Was the person who called you 
back an owner or partner of 
the firm, or were they an 
administrative assistant? If an 
administrative assistant calls 
you to schedule an 
appointment, some red flags 
should go up. 

Is the firm so busy or so large 
that an owner or partner can’t 
even take the time to talk to 
an important prospective 
client?

Is the firm really a general 
contractor or are they a 
supplier or marketing company? 

For example, window and door 
manufacturers, sun room 
companies and big home supply 
companies are not general 
contractors, but they employ 
large numbers of sub-
contractors to work for them. 
If you want quality work done 
in your home, avoid these 
companies like the plague! If an 
owner or partner can’t be 
bothered call you back quickly 
and courteously, it’s probably 
best to avoid getting a bid from 
that firm

Once you have confirmed that 
you are talking with an owner 
or partner in the firm, 
schedule an appointment. If 
you will be making a decision 
as a couple or as a family, try 
to schedule a time when you 
are all available to meet (if 
possible).

First impressions do matter! 
Did the owner or partner show 
up exactly on time? If they are 
late for their very first 
meeting with you, that’s a very 
bad sign. Your time is 
extremely valuable and a good 
contractor will respect that. 

Did they come to your house 
dressed in business attire? 
True professional are not only 
master craftsmen (we’re not 
being sexist, the title “master 
craftsmen” also applies to 
women) but also highly 
professional business people. 
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Were they organized and 
prepared for the meeting with 
you? A real professional 
should bring their portfolio, 
so they can show you pictures 
of similar work that they have 
performed.  A very good sign is 
if they bring their laptop 
computer and show you their 
portfolio on the laptop. This 
tells you that you are dealing 
with a technologically 
sophisticated contractor who 
will be using software 
technology to generate 
estimates and using web-based 
tools to find state of the art 
materials and not the old 
fashioned “guessing-based-on-
the-last job-I-did” technique 
that gets so many contractors 
into trouble and leads to 
unhappy clients.  

A good contractor will spend 
as much time with you as you 
wish. They should be able to 
answer any questions you have 
about the project and even 
offer some advice based on 
what you’ve told them you 
want to achieve. A true 
professional will want to 
learn as much as they can not 
only about the project, but 
also about you. They will want 
to understand what your likes 
and dislikes are, what visual 
effects you are trying to 
achieve and what is important 
to you personally about the 
space that will be created by 
the contractor. 

In today’s challenging 
economic times, it’s usually a 
good idea to tell the 
contractor what your budget 
range is. A good contractor 
can tell you what can be 
repaired, patched or painted 
before it absolutely has to be 
replaced.  Good contractors 
understand that they can use 
less expensive materials or 
“work-arounds” to get you 
what you need and what you 
can afford.  

Make sure they explain to you 
what the trade-offs are.  They 
should tell you that while 
they can fix or repair 
something over the short term, 
it will only last so long 
before it really will have to 
be replaced. 

As you’re talking, they should 
be taking notes and in some 
cases entering technical 
information into their laptop 
for later analysis. In order to 
prepare an accurate bid, you 
should allow some time for 
the contractor to carefully 
inspect the current space, take 
measurements and discuss with 
you options for materials, 
layout and design ideas. 

Here’s the one key question 
that you should ask all three 
contractors who will bid on 
your project. If we award you 
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this contract, tell me exactly 
what you will do as the first few 
steps of the project?

This is the one single question 
that will separate the old 
school “guessers”, the 
inexperienced, the 
unscrupulous and the 
incompetents from the true 
professionals. 

The professionals know that 
material selection and 
ordering materials is the 
longest lead time task item in 
any remodeling or home 
addition project.  That’s the 
answer you want to hear. 
Unfortunately, many 
contractors will dive right in 
to the demolition phase of a 
remodeling job or house 
addition and only when they 
have completed that work do 
they order the inspections and 
order materials.  It’s 
unfortunate for you, the 
client, because if they do it 
that way, they have added 4 to 
7 weeks of unnecessary time to 
your project. That’s because it 
takes 4 to 7 weeks for 
materials to arrive from the 
manufacturers, even longer if 
you want very high-end or 
specialty items for your 
project. Bear in mind that this 
is not always an oversight on 
the part of the contractor. 
Sometimes it’s part of their 
business model. That 4 to 7 
week lag time allows them to 

pull their workers off your 
project and start another 
project while you wait 
helplessly with a demolished 
kitchen, bathroom or missing 
walls. 

A real professional will tell 
you that the first steps are to 
work with you to decide on 
what materials you want used 
in the project and to order 
those materials. Only when the 
materials such as cabinets, 
flooring, faucets, appliances, 
sinks, windows, lighting or 
anything else that will be a 
major part of the project have 
arrived, should the demolition 
phase start.  Once the 
materials arrive, they can be 
stored at your home or in the 
contractor’s warehouse. A 
true professional will also 
know exactly when the 
demolition will be completed 
and will order the required 
inspections exactly when they 
are needed so your project 
doesn’t miss a beat. 

How to evaluate bids 
and estimates
The rule of thumb is to always 
throw away the lowest bid. 
The only way a contractor can 
provide the lowest bid is by 
taking significant shortcuts. 
Those shortcuts will end up 
costing you a lot of money 
down the road, assuming they 
even understand what’s 
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involved in the project. Never 
accept the lowest bid.

You’re now left with 2 bids and 
it’s likely that one is higher, 
even substantially higher, 
than the other. How can two 
competent contractors come 
up with such different costs 
for the same project?  You 
might think that one 
contractor is simply charging a 
lot more money for exactly 
the same work and is simply 
padding his or her profit 
margin. While that’s certainly 
possible, it’s usually not the 
case. Labor and material costs 
and profit margins in the 
contracting business are 
generally about the same. So 
it’s important to make sure 
you’re comparing “apples to 
apples”, in other words, what 
are the contractors proposing 
that is causing the price 
difference?

Rather than just accepting the 
lower bid, it’s usually a good 
idea to find out what is causing 
the price difference. The old 
saying that you get what you 
pay for is as true in the 
contracting business as it is in 
any other business.  

You may end up accepting the 
lower of the two bids, but it is 
important to understand what 
you are not getting as part of 
the project.

At this point, you should invite 
the highest bidder back for a 
last round of discussion. 
Explain to them that their bid 
was higher and you want to 
understand exactly why it was 
higher. Ask them to walk you 
through the bid and explain 
where higher costs are being 
incurred and most importantly 
why they are proposing to do 
certain tasks in a more 
expensive fashion or putting 
more time into certain tasks. 
You may be surprised to learn 
that they are proposing to 
include certain levels of 
quality in some of the tasks 
that will actually save you 
money in the long run.

Here’s an example of something 
that would increase the 
overall project cost, but save 
money in the long run. You can 
apply tile or flooring onto 
bare plywood or other types of 
bare wood flooring. However, 
if you apply a water-proof 
cement board to the wood 
before gluing the tile, it will 
prevent the wood from 
absorbing moisture over time, 
which in turn will cause the 
tile and the grout to crack 
and buckle. It may take 2 or 3 
years before the tile starts to 
crack, but when it does (and it 
will) you will be looking at a 
complete re-flooring job.  That 
job will cost far more than 
the money you saved in the 
first place.  There’s a huge 
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difference between finding 
creative alternatives and 
taking shortcuts to make your 
project more affordable. 
Shortcuts cost you a lot more 
money in the long run. 

You want to know about each 
of these tasks that have 
increased the price of the bid 
and what the implication is for 
the future. Usually the high 
bidder is proposing the highest 
quality solution for you. 
Again, in tough economic times, 
good contractors can propose 
alternative ideas, which can 
save you money, but will not 
end up costing you a fortune in 
the future. They will work 
with you to find creative 
alternatives to help make the 
project fit your budget. 
Whether you pick the highest 
bidder or the lower (not the 
lowest) bidder, the most 
important factor in your 
decision is in their ability to be 
creative. In other words, can 
they propose solutions that 
will make your budget work, 
but not at the expense of 
taking short cuts that will end 
up costing you much more 
money in the future?

There is one last, but 
extremely important factor, to 
keep in mind as you make this 
major decision.  Having met 
with both of the contractors 
several times, which one do 
you feel the most comfortable 

working with? It really is 
important to have a level of 
trust and confidence in the 
person who will be working in 
your home for some period of 
time. Do you sense a level of 
passion in their commitment to 
do the best job possible for 
you? Do you sense that they 
are genuinely interested in 
providing exactly what you 
want? Remember that in any 
major project, you will need 
to collaborate with your 
contractor and make decisions 
so that the project turns out 
exactly the way you want it to. 
If you don’t have the time to 
discuss certain decisions, and 
many busy professional people 
do not, then it’s even more 
important to trust that the 
contractor will make the right 
decisions for you.

Price is always a 
consideration, but in most 
home improvement projects, it 
most certainly should not be 
the only factor or even the 
most important factor. 
Quality, professionalism, 
creativity, attention to detail, 
a good working relationship 
based on trust are more 
important factors than price 
alone.  

In most home improvement or 
repair projects, going with the 
lowest price (and not talking to 
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the higher bidders to find 
creative alternatives) is almost 
always a guarantee for yet 
another horror story.

Green Building 
Options
Another issue you should be 
aware of is that the science of 
building materials has changed 
rapidly over the last few 
years. You now have many more 
“green” options for materials. 
Particularly in the area of 
paints, sealants and adhesives, 

there are now materials in this 
category that  give off far 
less toxic or noxious gases. 
Some green materials are more 
expensive than traditional 
materials but some are less 
expensive and much more eco-
friendly. If green building is 
important to you, ask your 
contractor what green options 
he or she can recommend. Once 
again, true professionals stay 
on top of all the latest 
technologies and building 
sciences and should be able 
give you many green options if 
this is important to you. 
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This guide is brought to you by the owner and senior partners of 
BZ Construction, Inc. We hope you find the information in this 
report helpful. If you have still have questions or need some 
advice, please feel free to call Ronen Zangi, the president of BZ 
Construction at 617-943-1951 or visit us on the web at 
www.bzconstructioninc.com  or email Ronen at 
ronen@bzconstructioninc.com. 

With over 15 years of experience in the home improvement industry, 
we want to help people make their projects a complete success. 
We know how to come up with creative ideas to meet almost any 
budget – we don’t do short cuts that will hurt our clients

If you are considering remodeling your kitchen, bathroom, attic, 
basement or adding a room a deck, or if you have any other general 
contracting needs, please give us a call and we’ll gladly provide a 
detailed estimate for you.  Remember that when you find a great 
general contractor, you’ll want to have them be available for all 
your home improvements needs.  BZ Construction would be proud to 
be your general contractor for the life of your home!

BZ Construction, Inc.

55 Worley Street

West Roxbury, MA, 02132

617-943-1951
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