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matter. Television is entertainment and real renovations
require considerable forethought, research and plan-
ning. Working with a professional contractor is always a
good bet to ensure superior results, but there are risks
as well. Here is my advice to help you make the best of
your relationship with your contractor.

Get a permit
Your municipality probably requires you to get a build-

ing permit for most remodeling work. While seen by
some as a pain and/or a tax grab, a building permit is
actually your best insurance for making sure the work
gets done properly; not getting one may also be illegal.
Building inspectors will check to make sure everything
conforms to current codes, which helps ensure your
safety, the structural sufficiency of the building and
maximum resale value for your home. Recently, I was
involved with a project where the contractor made a
framing error. The building inspector caught it, we
negotiated an amicable solution and a potential long-
term structural problem was avoided. 

Plan ahead
Nowhere is Murphy’s Law more in force than during a

restoration. Many earlier construction deficiencies and
problems are hidden and only uncovered when the work
begins. That translates to ‘unanticipated extras’ in con-
tractor talk, especially when it comes to the estimated
cost. We don’t anticipate dying prematurely, but smart
people carry life insurance just in case. A contingency
fund is like an insurance policy for your project. Make sure
you set aside an additional 10 percent to cover unexpect-
ed situations, but don’t tell your contractor about it.

Put it in writing
Contracts are not guarantees, but a properly written

one will clearly establish the rights and obligations you
and your contractor have to each other. A good primary
contract document will clearly indicate full names and
addresses of both parties, the price (including all appli-
cable taxes), agreed-to method of payment, anticipated
starting and completion dates, as well as other terms
and conditions. A payment schedule tied to completion
milestones is your best bet. However, if you are working
with an architect, he or she will help you verify incre-
mental payment requests from your contractor. If the

What TV Doesn’t Tell You
About Working With a Contractor

humbing through fabulous magazine photos
has got you thinking: If you take out that wall
added in the 1980s, put those clerestory windows
back the way they originally were and ditch the
over-detailed, faux-colonial cabinets in the

kitchen, you’ll be well on your way to restoring your own
ranch home. But life is busy and living without a kitchen
for months will be tough, so maybe it would be best to
hire a contractor. After all, home improvement television
contractors do jobs like this in an hour. How hard could
it possibly be?

OK—no one actually believes that a home can be
transformed in one hour, or even one month, for that
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job is small, consider payment upon completion of the
work. Avoid deposits if possible; reputable contractors
will have sufficient working capital and credit limits to
float material purchases until the first payment is due.

Sweat the small stuff
For better or worse, richer or poorer, in sickness and in

health, you will be living with your contractor, the crew
and the subcontractors for the entirety of your remodel.
If things like putting the toilet seat down are an issue for
you, remember that you may wander bleary-eyed into
your kitchen one morning to be greeted by several dust-
covered tradespeople sitting at your table drinking cof-
fee. Discuss details in advance: what time work can com-
mence in the morning and whether or not your bath-
room and kitchen facilities will be available for the crew’s
use. It is important to establish parameters at the begin-
ning so that everyone is clear as to what is an acceptable
use of space. 

Parking may be another issue. Will your driveway be

A 1950 Portland, Ore., ranch is receiving new finishes in the open plan

kitchen/dining/living room, including poured terrazzo floors, for which

Lackey Construction’s crew is prepping the car decking. By hiring a con-

tractor who implements a recycling program, the job site is organized,

there’s no drop box in the street and, by Brad Lackey’s estimation,

10,000 pounds of material is diverted annually from the landfill.
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A more typical homeowner project site may be messier to live

through but can get the job done, too.


