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Foreword
Hiring a contractor can feel like stepping into the unknown. Your home is one of your 
most valuable investments, and selecting the right person or company matters. A 
thoughtful hiring process can help you reduce confusion, compare proposals fairly, and 
protect your budget.

This guide walks through ten common mistakes, using practical examples and 
questions you can apply before work begins. The stories are illustrative scenarios, not 
verified accounts of actual customers. No directory or recommendation replaces your 
own due diligence.

Whether you are planning a kitchen renovation, repairing storm damage, or updating a 
room, use this book as a starting point for informed conversations.
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Bonus: Success Scenarios, Common Concerns, and Printable 
Checklist

Introduction: Why Preparation Matters
Good home-improvement projects begin before the first tool is picked up. Define your 
goals, gather comparable proposals, understand who will do the work, and agree in 
writing on what happens when conditions change. A little preparation can prevent 
expensive misunderstandings.
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Chapter 1: Skipping Background Checks

The Mistake
A glowing online review or friendly referral can be useful, but neither proves a 
contractor is qualified for your particular project.

Illustrative Scenario
A couple chooses a kitchen remodeler after seeing enthusiastic neighborhood posts. 
Later they discover unresolved complaints and no clear business contact information.

How to Avoid It
 Search independent review sources and public complaint records
 verify the business identity and contact details
 check any trade credentials that apply
 ask who will actually perform the work.
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Chapter 2: Not Getting Everything in Writing

The Mistake
Verbal understandings are easy to remember differently. A written record protects both 
the homeowner and the professional.

Illustrative Scenario
A bathroom project starts with a conversation about a new vanity. Midway through, the 
parties disagree about whether plumbing changes were included.

How to Avoid It
 Request a written scope and estimate before work starts
 identify materials, exclusions, payment terms, and timing
 confirm all approved changes in writing.
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Chapter 3: Choosing the Cheapest Bid

The Mistake
The lowest price may represent an efficient operation, but it may also reflect missing 
work, different materials, or unrealistic assumptions.

Illustrative Scenario
Three deck proposals look similar until the homeowner notices one excludes 
demolition, disposal, and weather-resistant materials.

How to Avoid It
 Compare line items rather than totals alone
 ask about material grades, allowances, permits, cleanup, and warranty terms
 seek clarification on unusually low bids.
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Chapter 4: Failing to Verify Licenses and Insurance

The Mistake
Requirements vary by jurisdiction and trade. Some work requires a trade license or 
permit, while other handyman tasks may not. Insurance coverage and workers’ 
compensation rules also differ.

Illustrative Scenario
A homeowner assumes a contractor’s business card proves authorization to perform 
specialized electrical work, only to discover the relevant credential was never checked.

How to Avoid It
 Identify which licenses, permits, or registrations apply to the specific job
 verify them with the issuing authority
 request appropriate proof of insurance and independently confirm coverage and 

limitations.
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Chapter 5: Neglecting to Check References

The Mistake
Online ratings are only one source of information. References and examples of 
comparable completed work provide useful context.

Illustrative Scenario
A homeowner selects a remodeler with five-star reviews but never asks whether the 
company has completed a similar project.

How to Avoid It
 Ask for recent, relevant references with permission to contact them
 ask about timeliness, communication, changes, and cleanup
 review examples of similar work.
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Chapter 6: Overlooking Red Flags in Communication

The Mistake
Slow, unclear, or dismissive responses before a project can signal communication 
problems later, though a single delay is not conclusive.

Illustrative Scenario
A homeowner cannot determine who will send updates when materials are delayed, so 
scheduling decisions become confusing.

How to Avoid It
 Agree on a primary contact and preferred channel
 establish reasonable update frequency
 confirm decisions and change requests in writing.
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Chapter 7: Ignoring the Importance of a Detailed Contract

The Mistake
A contract that simply says “kitchen renovation” leaves too many questions 
unanswered.

Illustrative Scenario
A finished kitchen has a different countertop than the homeowner expected because 
the agreement did not identify the selected product.

How to Avoid It
 Specify scope, materials, allowances, payment milestones, schedule, permits, 

cleanup, warranty, dispute process, and written change-order approvals. Review 
unfamiliar clauses with a qualified adviser.
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Chapter 8: Paying Too Much Upfront

The Mistake
Large advance payments can increase exposure if work is delayed or abandoned. 
However, lawful deposit limits and customary payment practices depend on location 
and project type.

Illustrative Scenario
A homeowner pays most of the labor cost before work begins and later struggles to 
recover the funds after the project stalls.

How to Avoid It
 Check applicable local deposit rules
 use a written payment schedule tied to clearly defined progress or materials
 keep receipts and avoid paying the full labor price before work is completed.
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Chapter 9: Not Having a Clear Project Timeline

The Mistake
Even well-managed projects can change, but without a baseline schedule it is hard to 
know what is on track.

Illustrative Scenario
A bathroom renovation stretches out as deliveries and inspections shift, and nobody 
has agreed on revised completion dates.

How to Avoid It
 Agree on a realistic timeline with milestones
 identify dependencies such as permits and inspections
 document updates when weather, material availability, or scope changes affect 

the plan.
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Chapter 10: Failing to Plan for Contingencies

The Mistake
Hidden damage, weather, material shortages, and design changes can affect cost and 
time. A contingency reserve is a planning tool, not a guaranteed percentage.

Illustrative Scenario
A wall is opened during a renovation and unexpected water damage requires additional 
assessment and authorized repair.

How to Avoid It
 Set aside a reserve suited to the project’s risk and your budget
 ask how discoveries will be documented
 require a written change order before extra work proceeds
 revisit schedule and cost after changes.
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When the Process Goes Well

Imagine a homeowner planning a patio. They compare written proposals, verify 
relevant credentials, check references, and select a contractor whose scope and 
timeline fit their needs. When unexpected drainage work appears, the contractor 
documents the issue, explains options, and obtains written approval before proceeding. 
The result is not a promise of perfection, but a project with clearer expectations and 
fewer surprises.

Common Questions

How do I avoid overpaying?

Compare detailed proposals with similar scope, materials, allowances, and warranty 
terms. A lower or higher bid is not automatically better.

What if the work is not completed?

Keep the written agreement, change orders, payment records, and communications. 
Follow the contract’s dispute procedures and seek local consumer-protection or legal 
guidance when appropriate.

How do I verify qualifications?
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Check trade-specific requirements with the relevant state or local authority. 
Independently confirm insurance information and ask for comparable project 
references.

Can a directory guarantee a contractor?

No. A directory may help you discover providers, but screening standards differ and 
should be stated transparently. Verify the individual contractor and project-specific 
qualifications yourself.

Smart Homeowner Hiring Checklist
 Define the project scope and budget.☐

 Confirm the business identity and who will perform the work.☐

 Check independent reviews and relevant references.☐

 Verify trade licenses and permits when required.☐

 Request and confirm appropriate insurance information.☐

 Compare written, itemized proposals.☐

 Agree on materials, exclusions, cleanup, and warranties.☐

 Review the contract and written change-order process.☐

 Set a reasonable timeline and communication plan.☐

 Agree on a lawful, documented payment schedule.☐

 Plan for unforeseen conditions and require approval of extra work.☐

 Keep copies of contracts, receipts, and communications.☐

About This Edition

This educational guide builds on The Smart Homeowner’s Guide to Hiring a Contractor. 
It offers practical questions and checklists for evaluating home-improvement 
professionals. Any contractor directory should describe its actual screening practices 
transparently; homeowners should independently verify project-specific qualifications.
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Educational information only; not legal, licensing, insurance, or financial advice. Local 
requirements vary.

NEED HOME REPAIRS?  VISIT THEHANDYMANTOOLBOX.COM

877-720-6060   |   The Handyman Toolbox

YOUR NEXT PROJECT STARTS
WITH A BETTER PLAN

A final reminder

The best contractor relationships begin with clear expectations.

YOUR HOMEOWNER ACTION CHECKLIST

Compare written proposals and verify relevant qualifications.

Agree on scope, materials, payment milestones and timelines.

Document changes and approve additional work in writing.

Keep your contracts, receipts and project communications.

NEED HELP WITH HOME REPAIRS?

Visit The Handyman Toolbox to request an estimate.

VISIT THEHANDYMANTOOLBOX.COM

Or call 877-720-6060

Educational information only. Requirements vary by location and trade.

Always verify project-specific qualifications and written terms.
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