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Successful 

contractors

reflect on their

humble begin-

nings ... and

share lessons

learned.
By No‘l Br own

veryone starts somewhere. Every contractor
pays his dues, and hopefully he grows in sales,
accounts, services, people Ñ and profit. Along
the way, he also learns a few lessons. 

The great thing about this industry is, landscape con-
tractors donÕt forget what is was like to start small. And they
arenÕt afraid to share their lessons in the hopes that they can
spare others some ofthe pain they went through when they
were growing. 

We asked several contractors ranging in the $1 million
to $3 million size to reflect back, and give us some words of
advice on growing the business and how to survive the jour-
ney without too many scars.  HereÕs what they had to say:

Be a pr ofessional
Jason Cupp, CLP started his company as a youngster

back in 1986, while he was still in high school. Today the
Kincade Company in Kansas City, Kansas grosses more 
than $1.5 million. JasonÕs first rule of thumb for the 
emerging contractor is, ÒAct, feel and be professional in the
way you present yourself. Dress appropriately, drive a nice
car. Do it even if its not where youÕre at right now. The pro-
fessional look and feel is incredibly important for the success
of your company.Ó 

Jason relates a story about how even when he was just
starting out, he leased a luxury car. When he went to a
client meeting where he knew his contact wore suits, heÕd
wear a suit. He says that portraying a professional demeanor
in every way will give your clients confidence in you and the
services you can provide.

Master job costing NOW
Jeff Bowen started Images ofGreen in Stuart, Florida, in

1995. Today he has 30 employees and ranges in sales from
$1.7 to $1.8 million a year. But before Jeff started his own
company, he got a solid foundation of business training from
his two previous landscape jobs; first working for Disney,
then working for the Brickman Group. He also learned quite
a bit when he first joined ALCA back in those days.

ÒOne thing I learned was a constant focus on tracking,
tracking and more tracking,Ó says Jeff. ÒTracking how long
it takes to do every aspect ofa job is the only way to create a
fair estimate. Never veer away from the process ofcollecting
measurements and including all manpower, hours and
costs. YouÕll get off track fast when you let it become more
ÔguesstimationÕ than Ôestimation.Õ Keep a scientific
approach.Ó

Just as important as job costing is knowing which areas
of business you can be profitable and specialize in. Jason
says he had to learn at a very early age the value of job cost-
ing. ÒThen I figured out which jobs made the most money,
and I focused on those,Ó says Jason. ÒThis is where growth
stops contractors. They see another company offering a
service. So they jump in and offer it too. But theyÕre unfamil-
iar or just not as good at that service. DonÕt do it!Ó

Jason gives an example, ÒSay you donÕt know a lot about
turf , but you know irrigation really well. Do irrigation.
Forget about turf, and you will be wildly successful,Ó says
Jason. ÒFocus on your specialties. DonÕt choose something
where you will fail or your reputation will suffer.Ó

n Identify str engths
and w eaknesses .
Thrive in y our specialty;
get help for the rest.

n Hav e a vision.
What do y ou w ant y our
company to be?

n Master business
kno w-ho w .
A tight reign on num -
ber s helps y ou gr ow
pr ofita bly .

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

E

continued on page 16

Jason Cupp started his 
business when he was a
teenager.  Today, the 
30-year-old is nearing $2
million in annual sales.
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Kno w what y ouÕ r e good
at, and what y ouÕ r e not

Which brings up a good point. What are you sell-
ing? How do you know it is the best service or combi-
nation for both you and your customers?

Jason says, ÒA friend told me a long time ago the
the product IÕll always be able to sell is something peo-
ple canÕt figure out how to do themselves.Ó He says,
for instance, thatÕs why irrigation or hardscapes has a
better margin than mowing. It falls outside the realm
of what people think they can do themselves. 

That said, you also need to focus on what you are
good at. ÒYou have to provide the services that your
customers want,Ó says Jeff. ÒBut itÕs a good idea to
partner with companies on the services that arenÕt
your specialty.Ó 

For instance, Jeff partners with Chemlawn to pro-
vide chemical services to his clientele. ÒMake sure,
though, that you still profit from the service, since you
have arranged to provide it to your client,Ó says Jeff.
ÒWe charge 10% more than they charge us. And,
clients get a professional job and we look good.Ó

Another approach to broadening services may be
to consider taking on a franchise. Heather Schuster of
Terra-Firma Landscapes in Muskego, Wisconsin says,
ÒConsider franchising as a way to grow and broaden
your services. We bought a Christmas Decor franchise
as a way to phase out ofsnow removal, and had a
very good experience.Ó

Heather says that it only took four years for the
Christmas Decor business to grow enough that the
now 10-year-old, $1 million company no longer need-
ed to be in the snow removal business. 

She says that franchises can also provide business
management assistance as well, which helps you be
more professional and grow your company. ÒWe also
added a Weed Man franchise,Ó says Heather. ÒThe
lawn care offers the highest, most consistent profit
margins in the industry, and we are building an asset.
In fact, the systems developed by Weed Man have
inspired us to refine our contracting business.
Franchising has made us better business people.Ó

The right equipment 
As you grow and determine what services you will

provide, your equipment needs will also grow. There
are several ways to deal with the additional needs. 

One, of course, is to invest in the new piece of
equipment. If youÕve found enough work to justify the
cost, this can be your best bet. 

Until you get to that point ... and to help you
decide which types ofequipment you really need,
renting may be your best option. ÒHaving the right
equipment is very important,Ó says Jason. ÒBut some-
times it take a while to afford your own. When we
began providing irrigation, we rented our equipment
until we could buy the products we wanted.Ó

L a n d s c a p e  l e a d e r s

What w as the biggest lesson 
y ou learned?

ÒWe spent too muc h time learning about plants and not enough
time learning about business management, Ó says Heather. ÒInstead
of focusing on profits, we focused on selling. The more we sold,
the less money we made propor tionately . There w as never time to
do detailed job profit repor ts, because once the projects were
done, we pressed on to the next job. Ó

Terra FirmaÕs answer to this is a systems-o verhaul of all the com -
panyÕs operating and business procedures ... a comprehensi ve
study of time, systems and profits. ÒWeÕve embraced the idea that
Ôyou get what you measure, ÕÓ says Heather. ÒWeÕve already created
a Ôprofit game,Õ where our leaders have the c hance to earn bonuses
if they hit gross profits for the year . We now share our number s
monthly .Ó

DonÕt try to be everything to everyone, Ó says Jason. ÒIn growth
stages, I didn Õt have a vision set up. I took on clients that I shouldn Õt,
that were too big for us. I failed miserably . It w as a good lesson. Ó

ÒDonÕt just be a good hor ticulturist, be a good manager ,Ó says Jeff.
ÒTreat everyone fairly . YouÕd be surprised what you get bac k. I sleep
really well at night because of that. Ó

Jeff has one more: ÒPain is inevitable. Suf fering is optional, Ó says Jeff.
ÒI didnÕt realiz e this until four or fi ve year s ago. Things are going to
happen. ItÕs going to be painful sometimes. But if you learn how to
handle things, don Õt let them eat at you. You can av oid the suf fering.Ó

ÒIf you take on a service that isn Õt working out, you star t upset ting
people,Ó says Tomm y. ÒI learned, until I have the right guy and the
right systems in place, IÕm not doing it. I found out m y limitations. Ó

Tomm y of fers one more impor tant word of advice. ÒBe cautious and
don Õt grow too fast or lose per specti ve of what you enjoy most, Ó
says Tomm y. ÒOne day youÕll be out there, and the next day youÕ re
behind a desk. If you w ant to manage manager s, thatÕs fine. But real -
ly decide what you w ant. It took me nine year s to figure that out, and
now IÕm trying to get bac k to what I enjoy .Ó

ÒWhen I started out, I was scared,
intimidated and didnÕt want to ask for
help. But youÕve got to put pride to the
side, itÕs that important. IÕm not where

I am because I did it on my own.
Nowadays, you do it with help.Ó

Ð Jeff Bowen, CLP

continued from page 14
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ÒTreat everyone fairly,Ó 
says Jeff Bowen (left). ÒYouÕd
be surprised what you get back.
I sleep really well at night
because ofthat.Ó
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Jason found another creative way to gain access
to certain equipment. ÒWe partnered with other com-
panies in town to borrow equipment for new jobs,Ó
says Jason. ÒIÕd call up and say, ÔI need a skid steer
loader for this job. Can I borrow yours?Õ It helps when
you are friends with other contractors in the area.
Developing relationships like that have really con-
tributed to our growth as a company.Ó

Netw or king Ñ tap into 
the smarts of other s

Jason says it is that type ofnetworking that can
really help you as you grow. Joining associations such
as ALCA is another way to network with contractors.
ÒYou can ask questions ofcontractors not in your
market if you worry about competing for a job,Ó says
Jason. ÒI could call another member outside the mar-
ket and say, ÔHow do I bid a pool?Õ It was really helpful
when I was growing.

ÒMost definitely, get help in the areas you arenÕt
strong in,Ó says Jeff. ÒAt the very least, join an organiza-
tion. YouÕre going to meet people who have already done
it. IÕve found people who are outstanding and full of
knowledge and help. IÕve also found some good friends.Ó

So often an emerging contractor can feel quite
alone in the business. But, whatever you do, donÕt let
that stop you from seeking the advice ofothers.
ÒWhen I started out, I was scared, intimidated and
didnÕt want to ask for help,Ó says Jeff. ÒBut youÕve got
to put pride to the side, itÕs that important. IÕm not
where I am because I did it on my own. Nowadays,
you do it with help.Ó

Maintain the 
Òper sonal touchÓ

Many small contractors equate big companies
and the way they do things as Òthe right way.Ó But
Tommy Aiello will tell you that there are some things
you want to make sure you donÕt lose as you grow.
Tommy started Aiello Landscape in Hobe Sound,
Florida in 1994 with nothing more than a pick-up
truck and few client contacts. Today his business
reaps $3 million in sales. 

But even today, he holds tightly onto certain ways
of doing business that he started in 1994. ÒDonÕt
grow so fast that you lose touch with the clients,Ó says

Tommy. ÒEven now, they all want Tommy. When you
grow, you train others to take over so you can grow
your business. But some clients just want you. TheyÕll
let you know if they arenÕt comfortable, and you have
to listen.Ó Tommy says that you built this company
with your personality. Make sure you donÕt lose that
as you grow.

Make a name for y our self

When your company is young, developing your
professional image and getting your name out there is
of supreme importance. It seems like marketing the
company is the most crucial when you have the least
money to do that. ThatÕs where your creativity can
take you further than a big marketing budget would. 

ÒEven when we were small, we would donate gift
certif icates to charity raffles and auctions,Ó says
Jason. ÒWe would only donate what we could honestly
afford to lose. Sometimes they were for $200. This
would work for us in several ways: First, the announc-
er would describe our company before the giveaway,
so everyone there would hear all about us. Second, we
were pretty much guaranteed a customer when the
winner of the certif icate would call.Ó

Jason says that one certificate winner turned in
their $200 toward a $7,000 job. Then, the customer
hired his company again for a $17,000 job. ÒAll from a
$200 coupon,Ó says Jason. ÒYou might lose on it, but I
doubt it. This kind of thing pays you back tenfold.Ó

Hir e smart
Jason attributes his hiring techniques with much

of his success. ÒI realized early on what my strengths
are, and what my weaknesses are,Ó says Jason. ÒThen
I hired the best I could find in the areas where I was
weak. For instance, I am not a designer. So I hired the
best designer in the city. Or, I know that I am a much
better salesman than I am at running the operations
side, so I have great operations people to do that.Ó

Jason says that, historically, he has tried to hire
Òthe good onesÓ sometimes before he had the business
to support them, because he wanted someone in-
house, trained and ready when the right jobs came.
ÒAbout 10 years ago, when I hired my first designer, I
was up front with him,Ó says Jason. ÒI told him, we
donÕt have the business yet to keep him designing full
time. He might be mowing, he might be cleaning the
shop. I hired him with a strategy, and brought him in
on the strategy.Ó

Jason says that designer never had to mow or
clean the shop. They got the jobs that kept him busy.

Tommy says when you are ready for help, but not
sure if you can support full time help, there are cre-
ative places to look for them. ÒHire retired people for
part time help. Or those moms who only want to work
while their kids are in school, they make great office
help,Ósays Tommy.

Another great place to look for help is at local
schools. Tommy says he began an internship program
and brings kids in who are interested in going into the
landscape field. He gets low-cost help, some programs
give credit to the students for the experience, and he
gets a first-hand look at which students will be the
sharp employees oftomorrow. ÒI found one kid with
lots of potential. He was going for his degree in horti-
culture,Ó says Tommy. ÒI offered to pay for part of his
education if he promised to work for me.

ÒThe biggest need in this industry is for that mid-
level manager,Ó says Tommy. ÒYouÕve got to find them
and build them up through the ranks. YouÕve got to
look for the right character traits and train for the rest.Ó

Make a plan and w or k it
All the contractors interviewed for this story talk

about either having a business plan, a clear vision or
a written organizational document that outlines your
business today, and where you want to take the busi-
ness in the future. ÒWe made a business plan, and we
use it to help guide us through the abyss oflandscap-
ing,Ó says Jeff. ÒItÕs a living plan that is constantly
being reviewed and changed.Ó

The business plan is the blueprint to follow as you
grow your business. But it is not the only document
you need with which to make business decisions. Your
financial reports are just as important in making sure
youÕre on track. ÒMake sure you understand your P &
L statements,Ó says Jeff. ÒKnow your expenses and
ratios. What are your direct and indirect expenses?
What is your net line before taxes? You have to know
these to stay on track.Ó

ÒYouÕve got to tie expenses to revenue,Ó says
Jason. ÒThis is one thing we do now that we didnÕt
when we were starting out. Tie everything to revenue.
Labor, materials, everything.Ó

ÒConstantly watch your cash flow,Ó says Jeff. ÒAre
things getting too expensive on a project?Is money
coming in on a regular time frame? Never take your
eyes off of the cash flow.Ó

continued from page 16

ÒI realized early on what my strengths
are and what my weaknesses are.

Then I hired the best I could find in
the areas where I was weak.Ó 

Ñ Jason Cupp

Jason Cupp advises con-
tractors who are starting
out: ÒFocus on your spe-
cialties. DonÕt choose
something where you will
fail or your reputation
will suffer.Ó


