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Avoiding the ‘While you’re at it’ syndrome when working with contractors

The Associaled Press
:

ere's a8 malady homeown-
ers want to avoid: The
“while you're at it syn

drome,™

It refers to the propensity to
cast budget aside during major
home remodeling and improve-
ments. The result is sharply
higher costs, leaving homeown
ers to ask themselves, “What
happened?”

What happens is a faulty bud-
get process, inadeguate bid
review and a lack of budgetary
restraint, aceording 1o a project
expert for the Home Service
Store (H55), a2 home mainte
nance, repair and improvement
provider.

To upgrade and add on after
the project is started is often a
big temptation. The additional
cost of upgrading a fancet might
not be much in the context of a
$10.000 project, so it's easy to
say, "While we're at it we might
as well.,"

“Let's say a contractor is
remodeling a bathroom, he's
installing a vanity, and the bud-
get is 312,000, said Rod O0'Dell,
a construction expert for the
Home Service Store. “Many
times the homeowner will tell

the coantractor *“While you're at
it, why don’t you install a mar
ble vanity in place of a poree-
lain model? They have just
added hundreds of dollars to the
costs, When vou total the add
ans, the mid-job upgrades are
budget killers. "

To building professionals.
these requests are called
"change orders’—midstream
amendments often made at the
whim of the homeowner, Ilem by
item, change orders beef up the
cost of the job. 0'Dell recounts
a bathroom project that went
£3.200 over budget on hardware
alone. The homeowner
stunmed at the selfinflicted cost
overrun. Most remodeling and
improvement budgets exceed
the intended amount by arcund
10 percent, with 30 percent to 80
pereent overrins not unheard of,

The problem, according to
O'Dell, iz that homeowners
meander through home store
aisles noting the cost of materi-
als. Those cursory visits serve as
budget guidelines but they miss
key cost elements a contractor
includes in bids.

“Budgets frequently don't meet
with reality,” said 0'Dell
"Homeowners don't take into
consideration what the contrae

wWas

“When you lotal the

add-ons, the mid-job

upgrades are budget-
killers.”

Rod O'Dell, con-
struction expert,
Home Service
Store

tor would take into account.”
For instance, the homeowner
sees A bathroom with sparkling
new fixtures and features. The
cohtractor sees a wall that needs
to be moved 3 feet, a floor that
needs reinforcement to hold a
whirlpool tub, and wiring a Z20-
watt electrical circuit to handle
the tub heater. O'Dell said a
good way to get a general idea
about the cost of a remodeling
job iz by nsing an online home
improvement cost calculator,
Homeowners who automatical-
ly accept the lowest bid also
invite a different kind of trou

ble, sabd O'Dell

“Tf there is a big disparity
between bids, there has to be a
reason,” said O'Dell. “Usually.
the contractor is not including
something, such as using lower
grade materials or skipping
inspections. It's up to the home
owner to ask those questions. It's
not always a matter of the low-
est price. Labor and material
costs won't vary widely encugh
b b the canse of most dispari
ties if the scope of work and
materials are the same. You
have to ssk, "What's missing
here?™

O Dell counsels HSS customers
Lo insist contractor bids be very
specific in terms of materials
used and construction steps to
be taken. Better contractors will
also include a detailed, written
deseription of the jeb to include
functions such as removing
walls, reinforcing floors and
other factors the homeowner
might not be aware of.

He also urges homeowners to
sel realistie budgets

“Tt's fine to walk home stores
to check material prices.,” said
O'Dell. “but if you do. be sure to
account for all items. That's what
a good contractor will de.”

Maost budgets should include a

A low contractor bid can exact a high price

The Assocated Fress
:

owners HSGI'I ane of more con
tractors for bids on a home
improvement job.

When the dust settles and final
bills are in. homeowners often are
dismayed that the project went
over budget and, in many cases,
the results are dizsappointing.

What happened?

What happened is the home-
owner was driven at all cost to
aceept only low costs, often with
disastrous results, according to a
home improvement expert

"Some people think the more
quotes they get, the cheaper the
jobh will be—and they're right,
they'll get a cheaper job in more
ways than one,” gaid Mike Tuorn-
er, national trades director for the
Home Service Store, "There's not
a job in the world you can con-
tinue to get proposals on beeanse
gomeone will do it cheaper.”

Homeowners fixated on low
price overlook elements essential
te @ joby done right, on time, and
on budget

Turner believes homeowners
who select contractors based on
price alone have the process
reversed. He counsels homeown-
ers who put more effort inte con-
tractor selection first, followed by
rost considerations

“If the homeowner has the right
contractor, price and guality
isgsues may take care of them-
selves,” said Turner

Homeswners insistent on low
price should give prospective bid
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ders a detailed list to cover the
seope of the job, ineluding mate
rials, details of work to be per
formed, and budget.

“I see bids all the time that say
Paint house: 1,500, That may be
all the hemeoswner asked for, but
what does it mean? A good con
tractor will submit a bid that
details 'Paint the house, prepare
and prime all surfaces, scrape
windows, clean debris: $1,500,™
said Turner

If the homeowner doesn't vol
unteer those factors, the astute
contractor should ask. Turner
believes the ability to ask the
right question in the absence of
homeoswner knowledge is a key

Maximum Comfort an'
Maximum Efficiency.

Heating systems have changed dramatically over the last ten years. Today
there are lots of options that cut energy costs and provide more comfort.

skill of a prefessional tradesman
of tradeswarman

“4 good eontractor will have a
better understanding of what
needs to be done,” he said. ' Most
homeowners don’t cven know
what to ask. They have an under
standing of what they want, but
they need a contractor with the
visicn to see the job as the home-
owner sees it, and has the know-
hiow to ask the customer the right
guestions.”

Turner cautions that even the
most professional of contractors
will "do only what's necessary” to
get the job when pressed by
homeowners, “The joy of a low
price is shortlived compared to
the joy of a job well done. IT yon
pay a little more money for & good
job and amortize that cost over
time, it's nothing. 1fyou get a poor
quality job, you never gel over the
diminished value and heartache
you suffer.”

There are steps homeowners
can take in the bid process to
keep costs in line. Turner advis-
es homeowners to be wary of con
tingencies and change orders.
Both are loaded with potential
cost overruns

Contingencies are unforeseen
situations. For instance, if a
homeowner asks for shingles to
be replaced, the contractor might
find rotten sub-roofing in need in
replacement. The homeowner
should stipulate that contingen-
cies be separate line items in
bids.

Change orders are midstream
changes or upgrades to project
plans or materials, often at the

s Explore all (he energy-efficient product
options m the markerplace wday
= Explain the new cost-reducing
purchasing options from the utilities
= Provide financing for the new eguipment
= Cinarantee repair service 24 hours a day,
seven days a week
There are many new products and options (o
consider today. Make sure you explore them all.

To find out how, call us today: 943-1000
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HEATING & COOLING, LLC

F86 U5 31 SOUTH TRAVERSE CITY., MY
943-7000 www.geofurnace.com

ENERGY SYSTEMS THAT PAY FOR THEMSELVES

whim of the homeowner,
Consumers should insist all bids
be in writing. Ask for a neutral
opinion of the bid from a friend
or neighbor. If they understand
what the contractor proposes,
chances are the job will be done

right
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15 percent to 20 percent overage
contingency for the unexpected

— unaeen damage or other con-

ditions and change orders.
“The more detail the home-
owner knows, the better,” sald

O Dell. “They need to walch out
for all the little changes that can
balloon costs. The only wayv to
cure the “while you're at it syn-
drome’ is to make sure you set a
realistic budget and stick to it."
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Work You Can Trust Guaranteed For 1 Year
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* Painting » Handyman Jobs

* Dry Wall
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And you can save BIG on
selected Queen Carpet styles!
Hundreds of colors and
styles to choose from!
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