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Successful
contractos
refect on their
humbe bgin
nings ... and
shae lessons

leamed.
By No‘l Br own
n Identify str engths

andw  eaknesses
Thriveiny  our specialty;
get help for the rest.

n Hav e avision.
Whatdoy ouw anty our
company to be?

n Master business
kno w-ho w .
A tight reign on num
ber shelpsy ougr ow
pr ofita bly .

n Get help
Seek advice fr  om
other s who have been
there .

veryone stats somevhere Ewery contractor
pays his dues, and hopefyllhe gows in sales,
accounts, sevices, people N and praf Along
the way, he also leans a Bw lessons.

The geat thing about this industry is, landscae con
tractors dor®forget what is was like to stat small. And they
aren®afraid to share their lessons in the hopes thhey can
spare othes some othe pain they went through when they
were gowing.

We asled seeral contractors ranging in the $1 million
to $3 million size to refect back, and gie us some wrds of
advice on gowing the business and hw to surive the jour
ney without too many scais. Hereahat they had to sg:

Be apr ofessional

Jason Cupp CLP stated his compag as a pungster
back in 1986, while he was still in high schoolToday the
Kincade Compap in Kansas CityKansas gosses more
than $1.5 million. Jason® first rule of thumb for the
emerging contactor is, Bct, feel and be prafssional in the
way you present purself Dress ppropriately, drive a nice
car. Do it een if its not where youOre taright now. The pro
fessional look andeel is incredib} important for the success
of your compary.O

Json reldes a stoy about how even when he was just
starting out, he leased a luxyr car. When he went to a
client meeting vhere he knew his contact are suits, he®

wear a suit. He sgs that portraying a proessional demeanor

in every way will give your clients confdence in yu and the
selvices Yu can provide.
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Master job costing NOW

Jeff Bowen staited Images ofGreen in Stuat, Florida, in
1995. Today he has 30 emplgees and anges in sales from
$1.7 to $1.8 million a year. But before éff started his avn
compary, he @t a solid found#on of business taining from
his two previous landscpe jobs;if st working for Disng,
then working for the Brickman GroupHe also leaned quite
a bit when he frst joined AL@ back in those dgs.

@Dne thing | leaned was a constant focus onacking,
tracking and more tacking,O sgs &ff. OTacking how long
it takes to do eery aspect ofa job is the onf way to crede a
fair estimae. Newer weer avay from the process ofollecting
measurements and including all manpeer, hours and
costs.Youd get of track fast when you let it become more
OguesstinimnO than Oestitien.O Kep a scienti€
approach.O

Just as impotant as job costing is kneing which areas
of business gu can be prafable and specializ in. &son
says he had to lear at a \ery early age the \alue ofjob cost
ing. OThen ligured out which jobs made the most morye
and | focused on thos® sgs &son. OThis is ere gowth
stops contactors. They see another companoffering a
sewice. So thg jump in and ofer it toa But theyOre urgmil-
iar or just not as god & that sewice. Dordo it!O

Jason gves an gample, OSyp you dondknow a lot éout
turf, but you know irrigation really well. Do irigation.
Forget aout turf, and you will be wildly successful,O ga
Jason. Ofcus on pur specialties. Dofd choose something
where you will fail or your reputation will suffer.O
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What w
y ou learned?

as the biggest lesson

OWe spent too muc h time learning about plants and not enough

time learning about business management,

of focusing on profits, we focused on selling.
the less money we made propor
do detailed job profit repor
done, we pressed on to the next job. O

O says Heather. Olnstead

The more we sold,
tionately . There w as never time to
ts, because once the projects were

Terra FirmaG answer to this is a systems-o verhaul of all the com -
pany® operating and business procedures ... a comprehensi  ve

study of time, systems and profits.

OWe®e embraced the idea that

Oyou get what you measure, OO says HeatherOWe®e already created
a Oprofit game,® where our leaders have the chance to earn bonuses

if they hit gross profits for the year
monthly O

Don®try to be everything to everyone,

O says Jason. Oln growth

. We now share our number s

OTeat geryone éirly,0

says &f Bowen (left). OX@
be suprised Wat you get b&c
| sle@ realy well at night
because ¢hatO

Olf you take on a service that isn ®working out, you star t upsetting
people,O saysTomm y. Ol learned, until | have the right guy and the

stages, | didn ®have a vision set up. | took on clients that | shouldn @,

that were too big for us. | failed miserably

ODon®just be a good hor ticulturist, be a good manager O says Jeff.
OTeat everyone fairly .Youd be surprised what you get bac k. | sleep

really well at night because of that. O

. It was a good lesson. O

right systems in place, IOm not doing it. | found out m vy limitations. O

Tomm y offers one more impor tant word of advice. OBe cautious and

don ®grow too fast or lose per spective of what you enjoy most, O

says Tomm y. GDne day youQll be out there, and the next day youO re
behind a desk. If you w ant to manage manager s, that@ fine. But real -

ly decide what you w ant. It took me nine year s to figure that out, and
now 1Om trying to get bac k to what | enjoy O

Jeff has one more: ORuin is inevitable. Suf fering is optional, O says Jeff.

Ol didn®realiz e this until four or fi

ve year s ago. Things are going to

happen. It& going to be painful sometimes. But if you learn how to
handle things, don ®let them eat at you. You can av oid the suf fering.O
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OWhen | stated out, | was scaed,
intimidated and didrdwant to ask br
help. But you®@e gt to put pride to the
side, it®that impotant. IOm not \Wwere

| am because | did it on ynown.

Nowadays, you do it with helpO
b éff Boven, CLP
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Kno w whaty ouC~)~r e good
at, and whaty ouO r e not

Which brings up a god point. What are you selt
ing? Hav do you know it is the best sefice or combi
nation for both you and your customers?

Jason sgs, @ friend told me a long time go the
the product Idalways be ale to sell is something peo
ple carfigure out how to do themseles.O He ya,
for instance that@ why irrigation or hardscges has a
better margin than maving. It falls outside the realm
of what people think theg can do themseles.

That said, yu also need to focus onhat you are
good &. O¥6u have to pravide the sevices tha your
customers want,O sgs &ff. OBut ia god idea to
partner with companies on the seftices tha aren®
your specialty®

For instance Xkff partners with Chemlavn to pro-
vide chemical sevices to his clienteleOMak sure
though, that you still profit from the sevice, since pu
have aranged to praide it to your client,O sgs &ff.
OV charge 10% more than thg charge us. And,
clients get a proéssional job and & look @od.O

Another approach to broadening satices my be
to consider taking on a inchise Heaher Schuster of
Terra-Firma Landscpes in Muskg, Wisconsin sgs,
OConsider émchising as a wy to grow and broaden
your sewices. V& bought a Christmas Decordnchise
as a vay to phase out onow removal, and had a
very good experienceO

Heaher says that it only took four years for the
Christmas Decor business taayv enough tha the
now 10-year-old, $1 million compary no longer need
ed to be in the snw removal business.

She sgs tha franchises can also pride business
management assistance asedl, which helps yu be
more prokssional and gow your compary. OVé also
added a Ved Man fanchiseO sgs Hedher. OThe
lawn care ofers the highest, most consistent piibf
margins in the industr, and we are building an asset.
In fact, the systems deloped ly Weed Man hae
inspired us to réhe our contracting business.
Franchising has made us better business pedple

The right equipment

As you grow and detemine what sewices yu will
provide, your equipment needs will alsorgw. There
are seeral ways to deal with the aditional needs.

One of course is to invest in the new piece of
equipment. Ifyou®e found enough wrk to justify the
cost, this can begur best bet.

Until you get to tha point ... and to help gu
decide vhich types ofequipment you really need,
renting may be yur best option. OHéng the right
equipment is ery important,O sgs &son. OBut some
times it take a wvhile to aford your own. When we
began providing irrigation, we rented our equipment
until we could buy the products ewanted.O
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Jason found another creive way to cain access
to certain equipment. OW patnered with other com
panies in tavn to borrow equipment for new jobs,O
says ason. Otxall up and sg Ol need a skid steer
loader for this job Can | borow yours?0 It helpshen
you are friends with other contactors in the area.
De\eloping reldionships like that have really con
tributed to our gowth as a compag.O

Netw or king N tap into
the smarts of other S

Json sgs it is tha type of networking that can
really help you as yu grow. bining associd@ions such
as ALQ\ is another vay to network with contractors.
OYu can ask questions afontractors not in your
market if you worry about competing for a jol sgs
Jason. Ol could call another member outside the mar
ket and sg OHw do | bid a pool?0 Iawrealy helpful
when | was gowing.

OMost déifitely, get help in the areasqu aren®
strong in,0 sgs &ff. @t the very least, join an orgniza-
tion. YouOreajng to meet people o have alreay done
it. 1®e found people fo are outstanding and full of
knowledge and help I®e also found someogd friends.O

So often an emerging condictor can £el quite
alone in the business. But, matever you dg don®let
that stop you from seeking the adce of others.
OWhen | started out, | was scared, intimideed and
didn®want to ask for helpO sgs &ff. OBut gu@e gt
to put pride to the sideit® tha important. IOm not
where | am because | did it onymown. Nowadays,
you do it with helpO

Maintain the
Oper sonal touchO

Many small contractors equde big companies
and the way they do things as Othe rightay.O But
Tommy Aiello will tell you that there are some things
you want to make sure pu dondlose as gu grow.
Tommy started Aiello Landscpe in Hobe Sound,
Florida in 1994 with nothing more than a pick-up
truck and ew client contactsToday his business
reaps $3 million in sales.

But ewen today, he holds tighty onto cetain ways
of doing business thahe stated in 1994. ODof®
grow so fst tha you lose touch with the clients,O ya
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Jason Cupp adides con
tractos who ae starting
out: OBcus ongur spe
cialties. Dot loose
something Were you will
fail or your reputation
will suffet®

Tommy. OEen naw, they all want Tommy. When you
grow, you train others to tale oser so ypu can gow
your business. But some clients justwt you. They®
let you know if they aren®comfortable, and you have
to listen.OTommy says that you built this compary
with your personality. Make sure ypu don®lose tha
as You grow.

Ol ealizd ealy on what my strengths
are and what my weaknesses a.
Then | hired the best | could find in
the areas vhere | was weak.O
N Jason Cupp

Make a name for y our self

When your compary is young, deeloping your
professional imge and gtting your name out there is
of supreme impotance. It seems lik marketing the
compary is the most aacial when you have the least
money to do tha. That® where your credivity can
take you further than a big marleting budget would.

OEen when we were small, ve would donae gift
certificates to charity affles and auctions,O ga
Jason. OW would only donae what we could honestt
afford to lose Sometimes thg were for $200.This
would work for us in seeral ways: Fiist, the announe
er would describe our companbefore the gieavay,
so eeryone there vould hear all dout us. Second, &
were pretty nuch guaranteed a customer wen the
winner of the cetificate would call.O

Jason sgs that one cetificate winner turned in
their $200 toward a $7,000 joh Then, the customer
hired his compary again for a $17,000 job @ll from a
$200 coupon,O sgs Ason. O¥U might lose on it, but |
doubt it. This kind ofthing pays you back tenfold.O
Hir e smart
Jason dtributes his hiring techniques with nuch

of his success. Ol readid eary on what my strengths
are, and what my weaknesses ar® sgs Ason. OThen
| hired the best | couldirid in the areas ere | was
weak. for instance | am not a designeiSo | hired the
best designer in the cityOr, | know that | am a nuch
better salesman than | amtaunning the opemtions
side so | hae geat opeftions people to do thad

Jason sgs that, historically, he has tried to hire
Othe god onesO sometimes before he had the business
to suppot them, because he anted someone in-
house trained and reagl when the right jobs came
@bout 10 years ago, when | hired ny first designer|
was up front with him,0 sg &son. Ol told him, &
don®have the businesset to keep him designing full
time. He might be mwing, he might be cleaning the
shop | hired him with a stategy and brought him in
on the stategyO

Jason sgs that designer neer had to mev or
clean the shopThey got the jobs tha kept him busy

Tommy sa/s when you are read for help but not
sure ifyou can suppot full time help there are cre
ative places to look for them. OHire retired people for
part time help Or those moms ho only want to work
while their kids are in school, themake geat office
help,Osgs Tommy.

Another great place to look for help istdocal
schools.Tommy says he begn an intemship pragram
and brings kids in Vo are interested in ging into the
landscae feld. He gts law-cost help some prgrams
give credit to the students for thexperience and he
gets aiirst-hand look & which students will be the
sharp emplgees oftomorrow. Ol found one kid with
lots of potential. He vas ging for his degee in hotti-
culture,O sgs Tommy. Ol dred to pg for par of his
educdion if he promised to wrk for me

OThe bigest need in this indusi is for tha mid-
level manager,0 sgsTommy. O%u®e gt to ind them
and build them up through the anks.You®e @t to
look for the right chamcter traits and tmin for the rest.O

Make a plan and w or kit

All the contractors interviewed for this stoy talk
about either having a business plan, a clear vision or
a written organizaional document tha outlines your
business todg and where you want to take the busi
ness in the future OV¢ made a business plan, ancew
use it to help guide us through thebgss oflandscap-
ing,0 sps &ff. Oltda lving plan that is constanty
being revieved and changd.O

The business plan is the blueprint to folloas you
grow your business. But it is not the opldocument
you need with vhich to make business decisiongour
financial reports are just as impdant in making sure
youOre on fick. OMa& sure pu understand your P &
L staements,O se &ff. OKnav your expenses and
ratios. What are your direct and indirect &penses?
What is your net line before tags?¥ou have to knav
these to sty on track.O

OYu®e ot to tie expenses to resnue,O sps
Jason. OThis is one thingendo nav that we didr®
when we were stating out. Tie ewerything to revenue.
Labor, materials, ewerything.O

OConstantt watch your cash fow,0 sgs &ff. @re
things getting too pensive on a projectAs money
coming in on a regular time fame? Neer take your
eyes of of the cash fow.C



