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Keepers of the ‘building’ light

Building contractors have a very 
special place in most clients’ 
hearts. You have created, altered 

or renovated the home they live in. Your 
advice is trusted and respected. 

Marketing experts will tell you to 
‘nurture existing clients fi rst’ – so why 
don’t we build a more powerful base 
from your years of effort and goodwill?

Builders can be ‘keepers’ of so many 
good things. We need to be alert every 
moment when we’re building. But what 
about the value-add we offer clients after 
handover? 

From practical tips, referrals or just 
making sure clients don’t make the usual 
silly mistakes, the areas of advice that 
you can help with usually fall into four 
groups:

Safety.
Design.
Maintenance.
Timber pests. 

Safety
We contractors should all know about 

the new Work, Health and Safety laws. But 
no one is telling owners what they MUST 
know. This advice is valuable and will 
prevent accidents, harm and save money. 

Design
You may not be a trained designer 

or architect, but you have the skill to 
coordinate or recommend good designs 
to your client. The number one regret I 
witness in most buildings is the client 
saying they ‘should have’ made better 
use of a view, or sunlight, or breezes, or 
‘should have’ made space for two beds 

instead of one, or the correct washing 
machine size etc.

Maintenance
I’m not a great fan of always thinking 

about maintenance. But a smart spender 
needs a clear head and knowledge of 
when the work must be done or when 
expensive replacement or repairs will be 
needed.

Timber pests
These ‘elephants in the room’ are 

not nearly as serious as pest control 
companies want you to believe. But if your 
client builds with susceptible materials 

“I have made a lot 
more money from 

sharing my ideas and 
giving free advice than 

being unhelpful.”
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You don’t want to 
chase business, but 
you want the phone to 
ring. And if you do the 

right thing by your clients, they will 
always look to you for wise advice 
about all of their future building 
problems. Jerry Tyrrell encourages 
builders to be ‘keepers’ of advice 
to protect their clients from the 
problems and mistakes that so 
many of them can make.
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Mistakes we should never make: 
What I have learnt this year

or builds high-risk timber structures, they 
will have a nightmare of costly damage 
during ownership and eventually face 
criticism when he or she sells.

I like helping people. I like puzzles. 
I think being seen as competent and 
knowledgeable is pretty cool. Also, I have 
made a lot more money from sharing my 
ideas and giving free advice than being 
unhelpful and selfish. The problem solving 
and troubleshooting role we can offer all 
of our clients will keep us in their hearts 
and minds and will help us increase our 
knowledge and maintain our relevance. 

Our role as ‘keepers of the building 
light’ for our clients should be a key 
objective in 2013 and beyond.  

Please email me any thoughts or 
experiences at jwtyrrell@tyrrells.com.

Jerry Tyrrell is founder of the Institute 
of Building Consultants and co-founder 
of Tyrrells Property Inspections. He has 
more than 39 years’ experience as a 
labourer, tradesman, contractor, architect, 
mediator, building consultant and author.

Next issue: Basements.
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property inspections

Case of the Cost 
Plus stu� up
In future editions of Building Connection, 
Jerry Tyrrell, co-founder of Tyrrells Property 
Inspections, will provide you with real case 
studies of builders who ha ve gotten into trouble 
on site and explain how you can avoid making 
the same mistakes. Here’s the fi  rst installment...

A builder convinces a client to use a Cost Plus 
Contract for straightforward work. He costs 
the work and gives fair estimates with trade 

breakdowns. 
Once the works starts, it runs over budget and he 

invoices all costs together in an attempt to confuse the 
client. The client is confused and seeks advice. 

The advice requires the builder to detail all costs 
including a breakdown of materials and labour related to 
each item in the estimate. The contractor cannot do this 
because his charges are excessive and when he tries 
to document them his charges are at least three times 
more than the rates a quantity surveyor would accept. 

He does not recover all of his costs from the client and 
ultimately falls out with a long-term good client over the 
project.

Lessons learnt
Cost Plus Contacts are ideal when a client doesn’t 
know what he or she wants and the works are complex 
or diffi cult.
Avoid Cost Plus on easy jobs – you’ll spend too much 
time justifying your fees.
Do not work ineffi ciently because you have a duty to 
prove you have acted diligently, i.e. make sure the 
costs you charge are fair and reasonable.
In all jobs, be transparent. If the client is wasting 
your time, charge for it as soon as it starts. It will be 
a variation, or extra, or a fee. If you have a Cost Plus 
Contract and a disorganised client, advise them that 
any uncertainty, change, addition or delay will be 
chargeable. 
Cost Plus Contracts take time and careful cost control 
and reporting – it’s a lot more admin time than most 
builders think. And if anything goes wrong, you will 
have to justify everything and any profi t margin on the 
job will be eroded.
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