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What To Look For And 
What Not To Look For 
In A Contractor

I have been very fortunate to have run my own carpentry and painting 
business in Providence, RI since 1995; LOPCO Contracting – the 

"Personable, Particular Professionals" – we specialize in carpentry, exterior 
& interior painting, as well as a whole other wide variety of unique facets 
of Home Improvement. 

Recently we were named ‘RI's Finest Painting Contracting Company’ by ShopInRI 
Magazine. In 2013, I had the esteemed honor of being named both “Humanitarian 

I N T R O D U C T I O N
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of the Year” by the Painting and Decorating Contractors of America (PDCA) and a 
“40 Under 40” award winner by Providence Business News. I am a member of both 
the PDCA and RIBA (Rhode Island Builders Association). I have also often had weekly 
‘Home Improvement Tips’ that have aired on the radio in RI on 630 WPRO AM (during 
the weekday morning news) and on television (likewise in RI) on WPRI 12 (during the 
Saturday & Sunday morning news).

My background in the Home Improvement industry is one that has seen many 
different types of cool and exciting things and as much as I would love to say, “I have 
seen it all!”…I know that could not be further from the truth! ☺

I have spoken with, literally, thousands of people over the years about a wide 
assortment of Home Improvement projects. Some have a common thread. Others 
are extremely distinctive. No matter the case, while having these conversations, I have 
come across all types of discussions about Contractors in general. People have often 
asked me what to look for and what not to look for in a Contractor. Once in a while I 
might write a column about this particular subject in one of the monthly publications 
I am lucky enough to write for, but lately it has been on my mind that I should do 
something a little more in depth…why not write an ACTUAL guide on this topic?

So here it is…‘The Top 10 Things Every Homeowner Must ABSOLUTELY Know Before 
Hiring a Contractor’.

The following pages are an in depth look as to what some may already know 
(and what some may have really had no idea to even think about) when hiring 
a Contractor; but either way, they are ALL items that every homeowner must 
ABSOLUTELY know before hiring a Contractor.

Tom Lopatosky
President
LOPCO Contracting
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1Don’t Give Credit 
Where Credit Isn’t Due

There are certain items that almost every Contractor loves to mention in 
their advertising: being ‘Fully Insured’, carrying Workers Compensation, 
offering a standard guarantee, being licensed/registered with their 
particular town, county, or state, offering ‘Free Estimates’, etc. These are 
all items that should really be standard procedure in my book.

The popular comedian Chris Rock tells the story of how he always got a kick out of 
people taking credit for things that they were supposed to do. The example that he 
gave that has always stuck out in my mind is that of a parent taking credit for taking 
care of their kids. Rock illustrated the concept in what I thought was a genius way 
while making a tremendous point. 
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Similarly when I see a contractor advertising that they are fully insured, licensed, or 
give free estimates, I kind of chuckle to myself.

Just as a parent is supposed to take care of their kid, a contractor is supposed to 
carry liability & workers comp insurance. They are supposed to back up their work to 
some minimum standard.  They are supposed to be licensed/registered. They should 
easily be able to give someone a free estimate – even over the phone with a quick 
conversation – for what someone is looking to do.

Advertising that mentions these things seems impressive, but it basically means they are 
doing what they are supposed to do. I suppose everyone needs a place to start, but it is 
important for homeowners to realize that this is just the beginning of deciding whether 
or not a contractor is a good fit for their home improvement project.



THE TOP 10 THINGS EVERY HOMEOWNER MUST ABSOLUTELY KNOW BEFORE HIRING A CONTRACTOR!

LopcoContracting.com  |  9

2The Truth About 
References

Of course, references are always helpful and important. Even a quick 
search online can reveal the experience others have had with the 
contractor you have in mind to hire.

The challenge with online reviews is that they are often limited in number (as hard as 
that may be to believe!).

Also, some of the VERY best contractors I know have random negative reviews about 
them that often have very little, if anything at all, to do with the quality of work they 
do or the type of service they offer.

I once had someone post a negative review about our company because they did not 
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like the way one of our trucks was driving on the road. I had someone else once post 
a negative review about us because they did not like our estimating process.

Jealous competitors have been known to post false negative reviews about their rivals. 
Getting them removed can be a costly and/or time consuming process, if they are 
even able to be removed at all.

Asking a contractor for references can be a perfunctory exercise as well. This is 
because the majority of contractors are going to steer you toward the very best 
projects they have done that they can possibly think of.

With this being the case, what is the best way to get actual quality references from a 
contractor? A good place to start is to check if they have any written testimonials from 
their Clients.

A list of projects that they have done is nice, but if someone has been in business for 
any length of time, they should have, without even trying, picked up some type of 
written testimonial from their Clients along the way.
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3The Funny Thing  
About Warranties

In your search for a contractor, one of the things that you may not consider 
is whether or not the contractor backs up his work with a warranty.

It is not unusual to focus on the cost and look at references to decide if the person 
you are hiring is going to do a “good” job. However, it is less common to delve into 
what type of guarantee your project is backed up with, especially long after the 
contractor is done and has gone away.

Some folks joke about getting the “tail-light” warranty. This is a warranty that is good 
for as long as you can see the tail-light of whomever did the job as they drive away 
(and sometimes not even that long!!).
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I always kind of laugh inside when I hear a contractor tell someone, “Of course I 
guarantee it, if there is ever a problem, just let me know!!” I get a kick out of this because 
although there are some contractors out there that may mean it and will fix anything 
that does not stand up to par, there are even more who are just telling the Client what 
they want to hear. In reality, if you need them to come back, it will be like pulling teeth.

Some states have a government-mandated minimum period of time that anyone who 
performs home improvement tasks must back up their work for. In Rhode Island for 
example, every contractor must back up their work for a minimum of one year.

Something else that amuses me is when I see new companies in various sectors 
of home improvement offering long-term warranties on their work (for example: 
a company that has been in business for 2 years and offering a 10-year warranty 
on their work). These situations must raise the question as to how such youthful 
businesses can in good conscience offer a warranty that is so long when you don’t 
even know if that business is even going to be around long enough to honor the 
guarantee. Especially since it is documented truth that most businesses fail within 
their first 5 years.

I have been in business for over 25 years at the time of writing this guide. The 
warranty that my company, LOPCO Contracting, offers is the strongest warranty that  
I have come across.

We give our Clients a 5-year warranty, transferable to the new property owner if the 
property is ever sold, and comes with an accompanying service plan where we come 
back and check our work to make sure everything is still ok each year of the plan.

Being in business for over 25 years seems to give our Clients the confidence that we 
will truly be there for them should a correction ever need to be made over the course 
of the warranty period.
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4Put It In Writing,  
or Not

When entering into an agreement with a contractor, I can’t emphasize 
strongly enough how important it is to have both sides’ expectations for 
the project clearly in writing.

For the Client, they must clearly understand what is included and what is not included 
within the scope of work. Payment agreement and arrangement must also be clear 
and in writing. 

For the contractor, putting the agreement in writing gives them a “Roadmap” for  
the project. 

A well-written contract puts the work in “black & white.” Nothing should be in a 
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“gray” area that would cause either side to make assumptions and have incorrect 
expectations at any given time.

Having a written agreement doesn’t mean things will always go as planned.

There can be a number of changes over the course of the project that vary from what 
was originally agreed upon. These are normal and are typically put into what is called 
a “Change Order”. 

Change Orders act very much like the original agreements and come with their own 
terms and payment schedules.

As much as clear, written contracts should be in place for your home improvement 
projects, there are still people who use the “Gentleman’s Agreement” to secure the work.

I know, I know, I know, it may not be the “politically correct” term in this day and age, 
but a Gentleman’s (or “Handshake”) Agreement is an agreement where things are 
not put in writing and both the contractor and the Client expect each other to honor 
what was agreed upon while “shaking” on things.

I know contractors that have been able to build homes after securing deals in this 
manner while doing so in the most reputable of fashions.

Gentleman’s Agreements used to be EXTREMELY commonplace. However, they are 
very uncommon these days, most likely due to the litigious society that we live in. 

In our business, we greatly rely on putting things in writing (particularly with the 
ease of doing so that today’s technology allows). However, we may still engage in 
Gentleman’s Agreements from time-to-time, especially with Clients that we have 
worked with in the past.

Regardless of the type of contract, having clear expectations - scope of project, 
procedures, materials to be used, project timeframe, payment schedule, etc. - is 
essential for setting a solid project communication foundation in place.
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5What is the End-Goal?

Before you spend hours checking references and reading contracts, you 
need to ask yourself: what is your ultimate goal? 

When hiring a contractor for any type of Home Improvement project, the answer to 
this question is critically important. Some projects are obviously going to be simpler 
than others to know what your end goal is. As an example, if you are hiring someone 
to do your roof, it should be relatively easy to know that you want your new roof 
installed up to modern building code, what type of shingles, what color, and cost.

On the other hand, if you are putting a 2nd floor addition on your home, the end goal 
may be a lot more challenging to define. Some contractors offer Design-Build services 
within their business to help with the projects that require a bit more planning. Other 
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contractors prefer that their Clients have some type of minimal plans in place prior to 
providing them with pricing.

Whatever the case may be, proper planning is critically vital to project success. And it 
begins with the Client having an idea of what they would like things to be or to look 
like when all is said and done.

In the realm of Home Improvement, there is a very good chance that plans in one 
way, shape, or form, will be altered as the journey towards project completion is 
taking place. That is perfectly fine, and expected.

It is extraordinarily difficult, however, for a contractor to please the Client if they do 
not have a somewhat clear picture as possible as to what the Client is looking for. This 
can be done in a number of ways.

For smaller projects (paint jobs, roof jobs, etc.), our company offers a design consultant 
at no additional cost to the Client to help define end goals.

For larger projects, we have strong relationships in the design community that we can 
recommend to our Clients to help them with their planning.

No matter what type of project you are looking to do, knowing what you are truly 
aiming for is what is going to make your dreams and visions for your home a reality. 
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6Not All Contractors 
Are Created Equal

It is enormously important that you decide what type of contractor you 
want to work with. 

When I say to decide on what type of contractor you are looking to work with, I am not 
referring to whether you are looking for a roofing contractor or a plumbing contractor 
or a general contractor, etc. That’s a given.

What I am referring to is determining the quality of the contractor you are looking 
to work with.

Are you looking for the 1-man-show type of contractor? Or are you looking for a 
decent, “good enough” contractor. Or are you looking for the “Industry Expert?”
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These are all vastly different from each other.

The “1-man-show” contractor is usually the “cheapest” option, not necessarily the most 
reliable. This type of contractor may or may not do the job as properly as it should be 
done and will probably not have any type of real-deal warranty associated with any of 
their work. You will be very lucky (assuming that the job is done to completion at all) 
to track them down at all should there ever be any issue.

The decent, “good enough” contractor is just that. They are probably pretty reliable. 
Though not “cream-of-the-crop”, their work is generally sufficient and they are “ok” 
about correcting things if needed. They may have some type of warranty in place 
(usually a 1-year warranty) and will be “mid-range” from a pricing standpoint. 

The “Industry Expert” is the contractor that is well known in their field. They are 
probably a member of a variety of professional organizations, both inside & outside  
of their industry and VERY active in their community. They know their area of 
expertise inside and out. And they have staff that reflects this. Their warranty is rock 
solid. They may be spotlighted occasionally in the media (radio, TV, magazines/
newspapers, etc.) sharing their knowledge. With regard to price, they are definitely 
the biggest investment out of the three options, but for good reason. People who 
choose the industry expert know they “get what they pay for,” and they want to feel 
confident and secure that their home is in good hands, they will be happy with the 
work, and there will be no nasty surprises or hassles to deal with. They’re willing to 
pay for this because there is no price tag on their peace of mind. 

YOU must decide what your tolerance/preference threshold is for quality, and how 
much it is really worth to you. 
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7The Secret for Getting 
the Best Service Out of 
Your Contractor

Chances are that you have heard this “secret” at some time in the past. 
And it is no different with contractors. 

Treat others how you would like to be treated.

Whether you hire the 1-man-show with a beat up old pickup truck or the Industry 
Expert, your kindness will go a long way. Whether they are big or small, contractors 
have a VERY challenging job. 

It is not unusual for a contractor to wear MANY hats. They may be juggling to get 
jobs lined up, while keeping their Clients happy, bills paid, and just about everything 
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else you can think of in-between. Because of this, your kindness toward them will 
go a long way. It may seem silly to you, but many contractors generally feel under-
appreciated by a number of folks they work for.

Treating a contractor with respect from the very first contact will go VERY far with 
them, particularly because so many already do not. At the initial visit, offer the 
contractor a coffee, water, a treat, etc. (never alcohol as that may insult some and with 
others may seem like you are perpetuating certain stereotypes).

Even if they politely refuse, your action should be appreciated. Unless it is alcohol,  
I have ALWAYS accepted anything that anyone has offered me, I aim to never take 
anyone’s kindness lightly. I also let them know how much I do appreciate their gesture.

Be sure to carry this through to when the staff is on your project too, they will 
appreciate it EVEN more than the initial company contact did.

Believe me, a plate of cookies, coffee, or a cooler full of cold water & Gatorade every 
day during the summer goes a LONG way.

You definitely don’t HAVE TO approach things this way but I can guarantee you that if 
you start the relationship off with your actions following this mindset and you are able 
to carry it through the duration of the project, the contractor and the staff will more 
than likely take GREAT care of you.

People take care of those that take care of them, it is human nature.

Your kindness will almost guarantee to be reciprocated in the form of harder work, 
staff members more apt to go above and beyond for you, and an overall more 
pleasant experience than if you did nothing at all.  This really is just how contractors 
are, no matter how small or large an organization they are a part of.
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8Don’t Let Your Life Be 
Turned Upside Down

When hiring someone to do a project at your home, something that is 
not always given proper consideration is how your day-to-day of life 
might be affected by the project.

For example, if you are having your roof replaced (often a 1-2 day job), your life (in 
theory) should not be expected to be as disturbed as it might be if you are putting 
a 2nd floor addition on your home. No matter how long the duration of your project, 
there are rudimentary things that should be covered.

For example, what is the crew going to be using for a bathroom? For us, even on 1-day 
roof jobs, we make sure that we have a Port-a-John on site for our workers to use.



THE TOP 10 THINGS EVERY HOMEOWNER MUST ABSOLUTELY KNOW BEFORE HIRING A CONTRACTOR!

28  |  LOPCO Contracting

Some other questions that might be good to plan for:

 »  What areas of the property may the contractor have access to?

 »  Where will the tools/equipment be kept?

 »  What are the start/end hours that the crew will be able to work?

 »  Will weekend work be allowed?

 »  What is the plan for electricity & running water access?

Consider your day-to-day routine, and list the questions or issues that are relevant to 
your particular situation and how life may be influenced by having the work done at 
your home.

You should have the answers to these questions from your potential contractor before 
you begin the job. If he’s planning on “borrowing” electricity from your neighbor 
(rather than bringing a generator as an example), it may be helpful to know this 
sooner as opposed to later.
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9Who is Keeping Track 
of Everything?

Being in business for over 25 years, I sometimes get asked about the 
products (paint color, roof shingle type, etc.) that were used on a Client’s 
home a long time (sometimes a VERY long time!) after the project has 
been completed.

Working with a contractor that has a viable record-keeping system in place for these 
types of requests could be extremely important (whether or not you may think so at 
the time the project is being done).

Knowing where the pavers that were used on your new patio were purchased from may 
not seem like a big deal today, but if a tree falls on them and damages them 10 years 
from now and you wanted to replace the damaged ones, it will be a whole lot easier 
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hunting them down if records are kept in an efficient fashion.

With today’s modern technology, it should be easier than ever to keep track of such 
things should they ever be needed in the future.

Many companies that do keep electronic files purge their records once they reach  
7 years of age. Because of this and the vast differences from contractor to contractor,  
it would be wise to know the record keeping system of any contractor that does  
work on your home.

Keep in mind #6, Not All Contractors Are Created Equal. Though it may not always 
be the case, the higher in expertise and experience the Contractor, the greater the 
chances that the building materials used on the project are kept track of, even long 
after the project has been complete.

The most important record keeping item from your project that you should have and 
keep in a safe place? A ‘Paid-in-Full’ receipt upon project completion & showing that 
all payments have been made.   
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10Go With Your Gut!

Yes, very scientific. I realize this. 

There is a tremendous amount of information available online in terms of what the 
best way to go about hiring a contractor might be.

Heck, even this guide right here is one set of ideas of what one should be looking for – 
and with all possible bias, I would say it is the VERY best!! ☺

At the end of the day though, my biggest advice for hiring a contractor is to go with 
your gut.

There are people who get way over-analytical. Sometimes I see homeowners get 10 
(or more!) written estimates for a simple exterior painting project. How does one go 
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about deciding when getting that many??

I realize every individual is wired differently, but after the first several, your gut should 
kick in and help give you a feel for who would be the best fit for your project.

If I was the contractor that was awarded a project after learning that there were  
9 others that had provided estimates, I would be very nervous as to what the project 
itself had in store for me.

After having conversations with different contractors, assuming you have kept in mind 
the things discussed in items 1-9,  you should very much be able to tell who is making 
you feel the best about the project you are about to venture into.

If something does not feel right, it probably is not.

If something feels right, it probably is.

As simplistic as it might seem, I believe it really should come down to this in the end.
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What To Do Next

There are tons of different contractors out there all across the trades.

And they are certainly all over the scale with regard to quality and price.

There are some that are excellent, the cream of the crop, the ones that have 
everything a Client could possibly wish for when working on their home.

There are others that, unfortunately, live up to certain stereotypes and are looking for 
a quick buck. Hiring the ideal contractor for your specific situation may certainly take 
some effort.

If you are looking to buy a jalopy, you should not be shopping at a luxury car dealership.

On the other hand, if you are looking for a luxury car, you should not be shopping at a 
jalopy dealership.
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I hope the information provided in this guide is helpful as you work through your 
search for the best contractor for your type of project.

If you would like to discuss your upcoming project with us, or have any questions  
at all, please reach out to our office at 401-270-2664 or our email at  
info@LopcoContracting.com. We would LOVE to help you out in any way that we  
might be able to!

- Tom 
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Notes:



About LOPCO Contracting
Since 1995, LOPCO Contracting has been THE Property and 
Home Improvement Contractor of choice for many throughout 
Rhode Island and Southern New England. Under the able 
leadership of their founder, Tom Lopatosky, the company has 
seen TREMENDOUS growth over the years.

LOPCO Contracting offers services in many areas:

 » Carpentry

 » Exterior Painting

 » Interior Painting

 » Historic Restoration

 » Power Washing

 » Wallpaper

 » Deck Care

 » Gutter Systems

 » Bulkhead Installation

 » Doors & Windows

LOPCO Contracting is the Home Improvement Contractor that cares deeply about their Clients. Their aim is to 
exceed the expectations of their Clients at every stage of the project.

If you would like to discuss your upcoming project with them, or have any questions at all, please reach out 
to their office. LOPCO Contracting would LOVE to help you out in any way they might be able to! 

To have a conversation about your project...
Call: 401-270-2664    Email: info@LopcoContracting.com    Text: 401-659-6301 

or Message them on Facebook or Instagram @LopcoContracting

LOPCO Contracting 
Clients are assured of:

• An INDUSTRY LEADING 
5-Year Warranty & 
Associated Service Plan 
which covers the work 
performed on the project

• Protection allowed by Full 
General Liability, Vehicle, 
and Workers’ Compensation 
Insurance

• Proper registrations in 
Connecticut, Massachusetts, 
and Rhode Island: 

  CT REG #HIC.0610184 
  MA HIC #145887 
  RI REG #21331


