Two

simple charts
will help keep
employees, subs,
and suppliers
informed

and on track

by
Larry Bussey

mple Scheduling

For Remodelers

For years our company has struggled
with scheduling our remodeling pro-
jects. Not so surprisingly, all jobs seem
to take on an identity of their own.
What works for a bathroom remodel
doesn’t necessary work for a bedroom
addition. And even “standard”
kitchen remodels can be as different as
day and night.

Besides, as most of us have discov-
ered the hard way, scheduling a
remodel is a little like charming a
snake—as soon as you think you’ve
got it made and relax a little, the
snake gets restless and bites you. So
why spend your valuable time
scheduling for a business dominated
by Murphy’s Law?

Well, as long as your company is
doing only a few jobs at a time and you
can personally supervise all of them,
you can get by without too much
structure. But as soon as things get a
little more complex, you have to rely
on your employees who may not have
the hands-on remodeling experience
it takes to anticipate the changing
needs of a lot of jobs. In that sense, a
good working schedule helps by build-
ing out each project on paper.

This is true in my own
business—with a slight wrinkle. I grew
up learning the “kick ‘em in the butt”
system of motivational management.
Sadly, while I was perfecting this tech-
nique, the management industry
switched tracks and began to employ
the “pat ‘em on the back” method of
motivation.

So here I am, completely competent
in an outdated motivational skill, and
totally frustrated in my vain attempts
to master the new technique. Out of
necessity, I developed a scheduling
system that would allow others (more
skilled in the new motivational
approach and less skilled in remodel-
ing) to run our projects smoothly, to

cover our overhead, and to still make
a profit.

Getting Started

The best-kept secret in creating a
schedule is to keep it simple; simple
enough that your office staff will be
able to use it to keep your jobs on
track.

The second best-kept secret in
scheduling is using the schedules
themselves—they should be right up
there on the wall (see lead illustra-
tion). They also should be in the
hands of your subcontractors, and can
even be shown to your customers. But
I'll get to that in a minute.

The best time to schedule is when
it’s quiet and there will be few or no
interruptions. Write down questions
you need answers to and get those
answers later, if possible. Of course if
you have several people capable of
scheduling, you may want to employ
the think tank method and plan
together. The key here to experiment
until you find out what works best. For
our company [ usually do the rough
draft and then call in one or two
superintendents to work through it.

Over the years our company has
tried many different types of schedul-
ing systems. what we've settled on is a
hybrid of Pert (Project Evaluation and
review Technique) and CPM (Critical
Path Method), with a healthy dose of
SWG (Sophisticated Wild Guessing)
thrown in for good measure. Sounds
impressive, but it couldn’t be simpler.
First, we make up a master schedule,
which helps coordinate employees
and subcontractors, and includes
deliveries from all materials suppliers.
Then we keep an individual schedule
for each job that shows which employ-
ees, subs, and suppliers will be on the
site each day. Here’s how to duplicate
what we use.
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Display job schedules in a prominent place in the office.
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Figure 1. On the Master Schedule, each sub, supplier, and trade is highlighted with a different color. This lets you quickly see who is busy on a given day. If their name and color appear on this
calendar, you can consult the individual job schedules for the particulars.

Cut and Paste

Start with a large desk calendar (pad
type), cut it into strips, and then tape it
back together in a single horizontal
line. You'll need as many days as your
longest wall will hold for the master
calendar, and different length calen-
dars for the individual job schedules.

We had a sepia page made with sev-
eral rows of seven squares labeled Mon-
day through Sunday. With our sepia we
can run off as many blue prints as we
need to make up our own calendars. It’s
also great when we have to add a few
days to an individual job schedule.
For both master and individual calen-
dars you'll also need a good selection of
colored highlighting markers (if you
use a computer, this system works well
with color graphics) to color-code the
different subs, suppliers, and in-house
trades on your schedules.

Master schedule. This schedule
gives you “the big picture.” Once your

blank schedule is all taped together,
select a color for holidays and week-
ends, and fill them in.

Now choose a shade for each major
trade and each supplier. You'll also
need different colors for each of the dif-
ferent types of work to be done by your
company employees (painting, carpen-
try, etc.). Then, choose one last shade
to represent all minor subcontractors.

Now add the date to each square in
the appropriate day of the week if not
already printed there. The remainder of
each square will contain the color-
highlighted names of all the subs, sup-
pliers, and employee trades scheduled
to work any of the jobs that day. I list
my subs and deliveries at the top of
each square, and the employee tasks
near the bottom (see Figure 1).

Individual job schedule. These are
similar to the master schedule, except
the length of the calendar will vary
according to the job.

But before you cut your job calendars
to the precise length, let me share a
secret with you. Don’t schedule any-
thing for Mondays and only plan for
half a day on Fridays. Also, add 15 per-
cent of the total working days sched-
uled (including Mondays and Fridays)
to predict a realistic completion date.
However, this new completion date is
only for you and your client. If your
employees and subcontractors know
they have extra time, they’ll use it. Like
the theory about closet space, work
expands to fill the time allotted to it.

Now that you’ve got your horizontal
calendar ready with weekends and hol-
idays color-coded, you can start filling
it in. In the first square, list the job
name, job address, job telephone num-
ber, and start date (never the comple-
tion date) in bold print as shown in
Figure 2. In the next square, list the
names and telephone numbers of the
subcontractors you'll be using on this

Individual Job Schadule

job. In the third square, do the same
with all suppliers, and in the fourth and
fifth squares list employees for that job.
Each sub, supplier and employee trade
should be color-coded with the high-
lighting marker used on the master cal-
endar. At this point, it is not necessary
to fill in the calendar dates; in fact, you
shouldn’t do so until the construction
permits are in hand.

Beginning with the sixth square, lay
out the job from permit through punch
list and final clean up. Remember to
consult your master schedule to pre-
vent conflicts. Also, account for reli-
gious holidays and vacation days that
your clients, key employees, suppliers,
and subs will be taking.

Once you're finished with this indi-
vidual schedule, transfer all sub, suppli-
er, and employee references with their
color-coding to the corresponding days
on the master schedule (if they are not
already listed for another job) to make
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Figure 2. The first five squares of an Individual Job Schedule (above) contain all names, phone numbers and employee assignments for that job.

Starting with the sixth square, the job is laid out from demolition through cleanup using the same color coding as the master schedule. At the bottom
of each square, write the number of days since the beginning of the job. Days 11 through 15 are shown at bottom.
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sure it reflects the sum total activity for
each day.

Using Your New Tool

Knowing when to start a job is criti-
cal. This is where your master schedule
again comes into play. By consulting it,
you can give realistic starting dates to
your prospective customers. I've found
over the years that even the most impa-
tient clients are willing to wait, provid-
ed you can show them why. I've found
this to be a very persuasive tool. Why?
Very simple. How many remodeling
contractors or subcontractors do you
personally know who use a scheduling
system? My guess? None.

But this kind of scheduling really
shines with subs too, particularly the
kind I seem to attract. Although very
competent, their own scheduling
revolves around the age-old principle
that the “squeaky wheel gets the
grease.” That’s why we have developed
such a “squeaky” system.

First, one of my job superintendents
or I call the subcontractors that will
work on a specific job (after a client’s
contract is signed) and fill them in on
our schedule. Often we invite them
into our office to go over it and make
any needed adjustments. (There
shouldn’t be too many surprises at this
stage though, since we already have
asked the subcontractor or supplier

about their current and upcoming
workload at the time they submitted
their bid.) They are then given a copy
of the new job schedule along with an
updated master schedule.

But just in case the subs forget, our
office manager/secretary calls one week
before each sub’s arrival or supplier’s
delivery and then again the morning
before. This is a precaution against
somebody else’s “squeaky wheel” get-
ting their attention.

Simply put, a good scheduling system
will shape up even the most disorga-
nized company because it forces you to
think ahead instead of reacting to the
disasters of the moment. And like using
a computer, it becomes so much a part
of your routine you can’t imagine hav-
ing done business without it. m

Larry Bussey has been a remodeling con-
tractor for nearly 20 years. His company,
The Larry Bussey Group, now focuses on
the purchase and renovation of older prop-
erties.
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