
FIVE SECRETS TO  
HIRING A DEPENDABLE  
CONTRACTOR ON SMALL PROJECTS 
 

VICTIM OF AN UNTRUSTWORTHY CONTRACTOR? 

Somebody ran into your stone and mortar mailbox. You’ve been meaning to cut that 

branch from the old tree in your front yard, but it breaks and rips a hole in your roof 

before you get to it. You’ve purchased a new television to hang on the wall but need 

help installing it. Each of us encounters issues like these all the time. 

When the Law Office of John Roper gets a call it’s often because problems have 

already developed between a project owner and a contractor or another construction 

professional. In those instances in which we are called by an owner, we are sometimes 

told that they’ve come to believe that they have hired an untrustworthy contractor or, 

even worse, a thief. So how can one reduce the likelihood of becoming the victim of 

a disreputable contractor on smaller projects? The answer lies first in hiring a 

dependable contractor at the outset. 

Five Secrets to Hiring a Dependable Contractor 

1. Research Their Reputation 

A contractor’s reputation is an obvious, important consideration. Check the Better 

Business Bureau website, read online reviews, inquire of friends and family, ask the 

contractor to provide a list of references and check those references, and maybe even 

run a search in the county records for lien filings or lawsuits. If you find a negative 

review online, research it. Place it in context. Was there just one bad review out of 

dozens of good ones? Or were there numerous bad reviews by different people? The 

absence of a poor review doesn’t necessarily mean the contractor is wholly 

dependable, but the presence of poor reviews suggests another contractor may be 

better suited for the job. 

2. Determine Their Experience 

An owner shouldn’t ordinarily hire a plumber to repair a roof. Unfortunately, it’s not 

always this clear. Whether a contractor purports to be a “jack of all trades” or a 

specialist, an owner should ask the contractor how many times, under what 

circumstances, when, and how the contractor has performed this work in the past, as 

well as what obstacles or problems the contractor potentially foresees as a result of 

his or her past experience. Little experience or evasive or vague answers? Caution is 

advised. 

3. Solicit Three or More Quotes 

Ask at least three different contractors to give a quote. Don’t share the financial 

aspect of the quote given by one contractor with the other contractors. Their opinions 

should not be influenced by one another. However, make sure that all contractors are 

quoting the same scope of work. This is important so that the owner knows he or she 
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is comparing apples to apples. If the three quotes are nowhere in the same range, get 

two more quotes. Find out why the lowest one is so low, and the highest one so high. 

It’s possible that one contractor has identified an issue that another has not or made 

an assumption that another has not. 

“I found John to be a great resource and wonderful 

to work with. If you ever are in need of his services, I 

highly recommend him.” – Travis Carter, CFP 

4. Discuss Whether the Quote is a Fixed Offer or Subject to Change 

There are many different types of construction contracts. Two of them are a fixed-

price contract and a cost-plus contract. As the name implies, a fixed-price contract is 

one in which the contractor agrees to furnish all labor and materials for a fixed sum 

of money that also includes the contractor’s overhead and profit. A cost-plus contract 

is one in which the contractor is paid for the actual costs of the materials, a different 

amount for hours worked, and a percentage of some or both of these components as 

overhead and profit. A project owner should ask, before hiring a contractor, what 

type of contract the contractor is proposing and under what circumstances, if any, the 

“quote” or agreed price might change. And if it may change, how will the parties 

determine a fair price at that point? 

5. Negotiate the Payment Terms 

An owner should think very carefully about doing business with a contractor who 

insists on being paid in full before the job begins. A shady contractor may not start or 

finish a job once the incentive has been completely received. In fact, in some 

circumstances Texas law actually requires project owners to withhold certain monies from a contractor during the course of a project 

and for a specific period of time after it has been completed. Do you know why? It is to protect the project owner and the contractor’s 

subcontractors and suppliers. With this in mind, should a contractor really take issue with an owner’s request to withhold some of the 

price at least until the job is done? 

LESS HEARTACHE, TIME, AND MONEY? IT’S PARTLY IN YOUR OWN HANDS. 

Owners of small construction, improvement, and remodeling projects can reduce the likelihood of working with an undependable 

contractor by doing their homework and taking the initiative by asking a lot of questions before the relationship begins. Should 

problems develop later—and they may since nothing is absolutely foolproof—then the owner and contractor should keep cool heads 

and try to find a solution that works for everyone involved. Finally, all parties are advised to consult with their own construction 

attorney before undertaking projects of any significance so that they may be appropriately counseled as to their legal rights and 

obligations. 
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For more tips and resources: 

Twitter @johneroper 
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