Interviewing a Contractor - 25 Factors
Marty Schirber, CR of Castle Home Services, Inc. has written an article to aid consumers in the process of choosing a professional remodeling contractor for their project.  So often, the consumer is only told to “get several estimates, and make sure they are licensed, bonded and insured.”  While this advice is seldom fully understood, there is so much more to be considered, to ensure a successful remodeling process.  At Castle, we believe that education leads to a better understanding of the process, which creates better relationships, and a higher level of satisfaction with the remodeling process.

Marty is a certified Remodeler (CR), a distinction granted by the National Association of the Remodeling Industry (NARI).  Born the eldest of sixteen children, raised in Grand Rapids, Minnesota, Marty has been “running a crew” all of his life.  He began his career as a laborer in carpentry and remodeling more than 40 years ago and has learned through hands-on experience.  On January 1, 1977, he started Castle Building & Remodeling, Inc. and performed over 4800 successful jobs for over 1580 clients.  His son Loren has now taken over that operation and does larger Design/Build Remodeling.  Marty started Castle Home Services, Inc. in 2007 to complete home improvements for older urban homeowners (mostly past customers).  His customers have a “wish list” of the things they need done and Castle does anything their home needs. 
Mr. Schirber is considered an industry leader by his peers at the local, state, and national level.  He was a founding member of the local chapter of NARI, which is a nationwide association for members of the remodeling industry to help keep them at the top of current trends, safety issues, new products, and refined techniques used by cutting-edge companies across the country.  Marty served as President of the local NARI chapter in 1983-84.  He was designated Industry Leader of the Year in 1993.  He represented the Minnesota Chapter of NARI on the National level as their National Representative from 1993 to 1997.  He held the position of Regional Vice-President for three years, from 1998 to 2000.  Remodeling Magazine chose Marty and Castle as one of the Big 50 Remodelers in the United States in 2000.
The local chapter of NARI has worked to settle disputes between contractors and consumers, and Marty was one of the first contractors to perform conflict resolution.  His work in contract resolution is where he learned all of the elements that lead to disputes between homeowners and contractors.  For many years, Marty worked with the City of Minneapolis to help investigate consumer/contractor disputes.  When the State of Minnesota started licensing contractors, Marty was on the team that developed the guidelines and tests for State Licensing.
The full article can be found on the Castle web site at www.Castle-Home-Services.com entitled “Interviewing a Contractor”.  If you would like a hard copy of this article, we would be glad to provide one to you.  Attached is a synopsis of what can be found in the article, as well as how Castle rates on each of the 25 categories.  As you will see in the full article, ratings are based on four levels: Unacceptable, Good, Better, and Best.  We encourage you to use the worksheet to directly compare all of the contractors you are considering.  Whether you choose Castle or another contractor, we encourage you to be proactive, do your homework, and take all of these factors into consideration.  We would like to help you better understand all of the common advice given to consumers and then share all of the other elements that will help ensure a successful project.   
	
	
	
	
	

	Definition
	Castle
	
	
	

	Licensed, Bonded, & Insured

The contractor is licensed to practice in the State of Minnesota and carries appropriate insurance coverage in case anything goes wrong with the project.
	Best
	
	
	

	Price

The contractor respects you and your budget and designs the project to fit within these parameters.
	Better
	
	
	

	Reputation

The contractor has a good reputation with past customers, and his customers refer him to friends and family.
	Best
	
	
	

	Completeness of the Estimate

The contractor gives you a detailed estimate and explains all allowances and other costs associated with your project.
	Best
	
	
	

	The Contract

All the necessary facets of the project are spelled out clearly.  The surprises will be held to the truly unpredictable.  
	Best
	
	
	

	Level of Experience

This is a combination of years in the business, typical projects for the contractor, and whether the contractor has been in business long enough to know where his niche is and what he is good at.
	Best
	
	
	

	Customer References

A good contractor should have a number of good customer references.  He should be willing and excited to put you in contact with a past customer to really sell himself and his company to you.
	Best
	
	
	

	Business Location

How close is the contractor’s shop or office to you?  Working within a defined area can allow a contractor to give more personal attention to each job.  This becomes much more difficult when the contractor’s office is across town.
	Better
	
	
	

	Professional References

This is important because the way a contractor treats his peers, suppliers, and subcontractors is indicative of the way he treats his customers.  He can have an honest, trusting relationship, or a hostile, adversarial one.
	Better
	
	
	

	Company History

Company history refers to the strength of the business and the length of time doing the same business.  Good businesses sustain themselves and build while poor businesses struggle to find a niche and reinvent themselves.
	Better
	
	
	

	Organization on the Job

Organization is a major part of a successful remodeling project.  The plumbing and electrical work must be completed before the cabinets and countertops can be set in place.   Coordination of all the different trades will lead to a smooth project.

	Better
	
	
	

	Professional Associations

This refers to all the professional groups the company leadership belongs to and participates in.  These groups are beneficial to help a company stay on the cutting edge of new techniques and materials.
	Better
	
	
	

	Design Services

Design services are most important when changing the shape or layout of a space.  For a remodeling contractor to have a designer on staff shows that he is committed to creating the best and most suitable space for your project.
	Good
	
	
	


	Size of the Company

The size of the company can affect the quality of the product.  A company that has grown too quickly may not be able to provide the same quality, experience, and attention to detail as a smaller company who has retained the same employees for years.
	Better
	
	
	

	Use Employees or Subs

When a contractor works with his own carpenters every day for years, he gets a very good idea of their strengths and weaknesses.  Contractors who hire employees from a pool of laborers may get new workers on the job every day and he won’t know how experienced or qualified the workers will be.
	Best
	
	
	

	Communication

Communication is very important to a successful remodeling project.  A good contractor will be easy to get a hold of and will have systems in place to make sure your wishes are noted and followed.  He will also make sure everyone on the jobsite knows what is going on.
	Better
	
	
	

	Source of Business

Where a contractor’s business comes from may be a good indication of how his jobs turn out.  If he does good work, chances are good he will be asked back to do the next project.  If all his leads are first timers, what does that say about his options?
	Best
	
	
	

	Customer Service

Customer service is how well the contractor serves you and your family.  This can include communication, keeping appointments, being punctual, and keeping the customer informed at all times.
	Better
	
	
	

	Community Involvement

A contractor who is proud of his community and the work he has done will often be involved in community leadership.  This shows that he and his company have a commitment to the community and want to be active commercial citizens and continue to improve the neighborhood.
	Best
	
	
	

	Creativity

Creativity is an important skill in the remodeling business.  Often a contractor is faced with a homeowner who doesn’t know what he wants.  In this situation, it is up to the contractor to solve the problem and make the space “work”.
	Best
	
	
	

	Guarantees and Warranties

Minnesota law mandates that contractors warranty their work for a specified period of time, so technically all contractors have warranties.  A good contractor will clearly spell out his warranty in his contract and will provide the homeowner with the expiration dates.
	Best
	
	
	

	Craftsmanship

Craftsmanship and attention to detail are very important to make a project fit into your home.  Simple details like matching trim and windows can really make a project look like it has always been a part of your home.
	Best
	
	
	

	Job-site Cleanup

Remodeling by nature can be dusty, smelly, or even have dangerous particles or fumes.  The way a remodeling company handles cleanup can determine how much of an effect a remodeling project will have on your home and family.
	Best
	
	
	

	Summary

Not all of the above categories will apply in every remodeling situation.  Some of the categories will play a much bigger role in your project because of the nature of your project.  Big always isn’t better.  Cheaper does not always answer the questions.  You have a God given instincts about people you are dealing with.  You will know from the answers you get who you are dealing with.  The idea of this survey is to help you understand what will become important as the remodeling project progresses and help you be proactive in your search for a good fit between you and your contractor. 
	
	
	
	


