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

The owner of

a one-man

operation

asks for

advice on

how to take it

up a notch.

By No‘l Br own

e think it was kismet. Just as we began
research for the theme ofthis issue
(where we asked successful contractors
to reflect back and talk about the lessons

learned as they grew), Steve Hatfield, a one-man landscape
company, wrote in asking for advice on how to grow to the next
level (see SteveÕs letter in box at right). So we asked our inter-
view subjects how they would advise Steve. HereÕs what they
had to say.

Jason Cupp, CLP and owner of the Kincade Co. in Kansas
City, Kansas says, ÒSteve is doing a heck ofa lot of volume for a
one-man operation. He needs to go out and find an employee
that he can cut a deal with in the growth of the business.Ó Jason
says if you can find that key hire, it isnÕt just an employee. It is
someone who can buy into the mission and help grow the busi-
ness. ÒYouÕve got to find someone who will bet on the success of
the business, and bet on you. ItÕs a risk, but the right person will
help you make it happen.Ó

Jeff Bowen of Images ofGreen in Stuart, Florida, says to put
a dollar figure on every employee, and gauge your numbers to
decide ifit is time to hire one. ÒI know that an employee must
generate at least $53,000 in new income to support all the
costs associated with hiring him,Ó says Jeff. ÒOnce we know that
we can generate that or more in extra work, then I know we can
do it.Ó

Jeff warns not to wait to long, though. ÒIÕve always tended 
to purchase or train before I needed it,Ó says Jeff. ÒIÕll run a little
heavy at times so I have people ready for any job. When I was at
Brickman, we had the attitude of ÔGet the job, then figure it out.Õ 
I prefer it the other way. ItÕs always worked for me.Ó

While Jason has always had a similar strategy ofhiring
before he necessarily had work in place to support them, he is
quick to say that you need also to have systems in place too.
ÒWe have the staff and the structure to do any business,Ó says
Jason. ÒThose two things go hand-in-hand.Ó

Jason provides an example that goes on a little bigger scale than
Steve is looking at today, but it may help him down the road.

ÒThere are three humps to get through: $250,000,
$500,000 and $1 million.

n ÒAt $250,000, you are still an owner/operator. You out-
source most things, such as accounting.

n ÒAt $500,000, you should have a good operations per-
son, so you can spend more ofyour time fine-tuning sales and
finance. Make sure your operations manager can keep quality
high and has the people skills to keep customers happy.

n ÒBy the time you reach $1 million, you should have a
structure that includes three components: financial, operations
and sales. Each ofthese must be successful. 

ÒIt will be painful to grow and get this system in place,Ó
says Jason. ÒBut ifyou do it right, you will be in a position to
take on any job and any customer.Ó

Tommy Aiello of Aiello Landscape, in Hobe Sound, Florida,
says to keep the future in mind with every hire, as you develop
your crews, and to keep the management/laborer ratio pretty
consistent. ÒFirst it was me and two laborers, then I hired a fore-

men, then another laborer,Ó says Tommy. 
ÒEvery time I would hire someone, I would be thinking, ÔIs he
foreman material?Õ It is good to promote from within.

ÒEvery time I would add someone, I would split a crew into
two, and try to develop someone into a foreman. It doesnÕt
always work, but sometimes it is perfect. A guy I hired off the
street to be a handyman is a great foreman now.Ó

Jeff says as youÕre growing, make sure you maintain a mini-
mum net profit, and youÕll be okay. ÒWe always shoot for a mini-
mum of 15% net profit before taxes,Ó says Jeff. ÒMost ofthe
time, weÕll achieve 20% to 25%, but we know that for the com-
pany to keep growing and for us to be able to retire comfortably
someday, we have to make at least that 15%.Ó 

Today Jeff does profit sharing with employees on the net
profit over 15%, and this keeps his employees very good stew-
ards ofthe companyÕs bottom line.
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Steve Hatfield, sole owner/operator ofhis Kansas City business,
says he needs to take his business from $100,000 a year to
$300,000 a year. 

Ho w do I gr o w?I need advice on taking m y business to the next

level. My question would be Òwhat were the
steps/stages you went through as you grew from

a one per son operation on to a larger opera -

tion?Ó I am a one per son design/install/maintain

compan y. Maybe a couple college kids during the

summer but essentially itÕ s me. No complaints!

This w as and still is m y choice to be this siz e.Well, life c hanges. I need to tak e this from a
$100,000 a year to a $30 0,000 a year operation

and am scared to death of growing too fast, pro -

cedures/staf f ... you name it. I'm wor ried about

missing the signals of growth needs.What do m y net income needs have to be? What

kind of v olume will produce that based on a per -

centage of sales that I would need to stri ve for?If I increased m y employee labor to do more v ol -

ume and I also work ed in the field, what percent -

age of m y time needs to be on m y business not

in it? When should I hire a per son to replace me

in the field? What income level should I be at for

just me and one per son, me and two people,
time to add a truc k, time to add a supervisor?I would appreciate an y advice you could pro vide.Steve Hatfield, Steve Õs Manicured Lawn &

Landscape Co., K ansas City , Missouri


