MANAGING FOR
Maximum Productivity

hen I worked as a carpenter in
the field, I organized my tool-
belt in a particular way. On

my left I kept a utility chisel, my tape
measure, and two pouches filled with 8d
and 16d nails. On my right I stored my
pencil, my utility knife, and my hammer.
Other carpenters devised different

by Michael McCutcheon

arrangements, but those who were most
productive could reach for the tool they
wanted without looking.

Making your business more efficient is
no more difficult than arranging your
toolbelt. But it does require some
thought and an investment of time and
money. Start with the small stuff that will
improve your efficiency, and work your
way up to the bigger ideas as you can
afford them. Here are some tips that have
increased my productivity.

Employees

When the recession hit California in
the early '90s, I shaved costs by eliminat-
ing a layer of middle management. Until
then, I had a traditional, by-the-book,
construction company organizational
chart: president, production manager,
foreman, carpenters. I removed the pro-
duction managers and upgraded the
foremen by giving them more responsi-
bility for day-to-day job-site operations.
By reducing one layer of management,
there are now fewer miscommunications
between the office and the field.

The economy is stronger today and I
can once again afford that additional
management layer, but I doubt I'll rein-
stall it. Our current system is much
more efficient.

Office manager. If you're a small con-

A 4x8-foot dry-erase board in the office keeps track of job schedules and foreman assign-
ments, and provides a place to display important employee notices and news clippings.

How to organize for greater

efficiency — without spending

a lot of time or money

tractor, consider hiring an office manager
before a production manager. As a rule,
it’s a lot easier to find someone who's
knowledgeable about office procedures
than a competent production manager.
And a good office manager will be much
more efficient at everyday tasks like fil-
ing, invoicing, and correspondence.
Lead carpenter. The most efficient
way for a remodeler to handle produc-

MAY JLC 1998

tion is to put a field carpenter in charge
of the job and let him or her make deci-
sions with the owner and architect.
You want someone who can handle
change orders, deal with inspectors,
and resolve engineering snafus without
you. Placing this responsibility with a
lead carpenter reduces down time on
the site as well as the number of phone
calls T get, leaving me more time to



meet with prospects and estimate jobs.
Still, I try to visit each site once a week.

Production Management

Managing your employees and subs
better can make your jobs go more
smoothly. This cuts down on delays and
makes everyone more productive.

Regular meetings. We schedule
monthly employee meetings during
work hours. It's an opportunity for
employees to trade ideas about subs,
suppliers, tools, safety issues, problems
encountered on jobs, and other con-
cerns. They learn from each other's
experiences, so when a similar situation
arises on their jobs, they don’t waste
time deciding how to deal with it.

My office manager uses these meetings
to talk about time cards, invoice coding,
and other administrative details; other-
wise she’d squander her time by having
to talk separately to each employee,
which could take several weeks.

When it’s my turn to talk, I discuss
upcoming jobs, where they are located,
and why we’re doing them. If employees
know that more work lies ahead, they're
less likely to slow down on current jobs.

Schedule board. 1 keep a 4x8 dry-erase
board (see photo, previous page) in the
office, which shows at a glance, current
and future jobs, foreman assignments,
job schedules, and notices. This is a very
effective way to keep everyone informed
about what we're doing and when we’re
doing it.

Preconstruction meetings. The lead
carpenter and I meet with the home-
owner before the job starts. We can han-
dle a lot of housekeeping details —
parking, tool storage, working hours,
how to deal with owner pets and chil-
dren, among others — before there's a
crew standing idly by.

On jobs over $150,000, we schedule
regular weekly meetings with the home-
owner, which we might schedule to
coincide with specific phases of work.
For example, one of our weekly meetings
may take place when the electrician is
ready to set the boxes. We'll do a walk-
through to check box location and func-
tion, switch order, and lighting fixture
placement. It’s a lot easier to move a box

before the drywall is up.
Shopping. Employees can
waste a lot of time picking

23

MONDAY

FEBRUARY 23
1998

S M TWTF S
1 2 3 4 5 6 7|[nay
8 9 10 11 12 13 14 [ |Moraing
15 16 17 18 19 20 21
22 23 24 25 26 27 28

APPOINTMENT SCHEDULE

up materials at suppliers. gl
Instead, deal with suppliers ; raaia) o] [
who deliver, even if it costs a R - R | g gy
little more. And when you e AL
‘ Priosity PRIORITIZED DAILY TASK LIST
do have to make a material —|As ;{M,/\ JRA g i St
run, use common sense. :gf'?gzr‘ %6 / 00—
! - VA A / el
l?ont send your most expe Y, A mmdw - ——
rienced person to the yard /,ﬁ3 vad‘m;. ,g;d:{', 2 ;ﬂd e
for three sheets of plywood; (5 e Col v_405-25b-21(0 B
similarly, don't send an | Q"I‘"‘ - iz
apprentice to select a spe- {7 —— —
V|O| Oy Condo purilace, pagous| | AN
cialty hinge. v,g p“ﬂ’#“_ f bk P =
VIO ey e —
Subcontractors. We sub A0 p‘f‘ﬁf# Tadse taup 2z S Vet
0, =) a(-(-l-;\ /&Uff 4(4‘,‘4 2 ‘\7 Lo~
out about 40% of our =6

annual volume. It’s an effi-

cient way for us to increase el el

Tow  Lena

523 ¢ DDQO e i o eseme Laso L

SN 1l 3 o

our volume without taking i 5 g

on new employees. We used D = 2| | e

to do everything in-house, | e e

but it became increasingly ) P —l & -

difficult to find good people. (0 ) ERRE |2 . 2

We've also increased pro- [ ¥ 5

ductivity by hiring someone s Lk R

to haul job trash. They pick S :.,

up the debris, load it into B 1 | b O A S SR
©1993 Franklin Quest Co. Printed in USA Classic

their truck, and haul it away
for the same price as a
dumpster. My crews don't

McCutcheon uses a Franklin Day Planner to organize his

have to provide any labor,
there's no dumpster getting
in everyone’s way on the site, and there's
no container inviting the neighbors to
fill it up.

Job supplies. We maintain a ready sup-
ply of caulk, nails, and other supplies at
the job site so we don’t have to send
someone out every time we need a nail or
screw. We also keep a clean and orderly
job site, which is not only good for the
clients, but for us, too: With everything
in its place, we don't waste time search-
ing for a misplaced tool or material.

Estimating

Here are a couple of quick tips to make
your estimating time more productive.

Unit prices. 1 favor negotiated jobs
over bid jobs because I earn a greater
profit and I (and my subs and suppli-
ers) gain back the many hours of time
that the bid process eats up. For negoti-
ated pricing to work, however, you
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need to work with your subs and sup-
pliers to develop unit costs for their
work and materials. For example, you
might get a unit price from your
plumber for removing an existing
kitchen sink and installing a new mid-
priced stainless steel double bowl sink
with faucets; from your electrician you
might get a fixed price for each new
switch or receptacle installed. With
these unit prices, you can assemble
your estimates quickly.

Preliminary bids. Instead of agreeing
to submit a competitive bid, I try to get
a feel for the budget and find out
whether professional estimating has
been done as the design has developed.
If the job interests me, I'll say “I'd like to
give you a preliminary estimate for this
job because it’s not worth it to me to
invest, 40, 50, or 60 hours to develop a
full line quote.” It works; I get as many
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days and to keep a record of important conversations.

Battery-powered tools.
My company has several
cordless drills and saws,
most of which cost less

jobs this way as I do by producing a full
estimate. Once the homeowner has
accepted the preliminary quote, I pro-
ceed with a full-bore estimate.

Productivity and profit. The first
foreman I hired was by far the most
productive  carpenter
employed; he was three to four times
faster than anyone else. But I thought
he couldn’t be that unusual, so I priced
my jobs based upon his productivity.
When new employees came aboard,
however, I lost money because I used
his production rate to price jobs. Now I
price jobs based upon my average
employee; if I hire an exceptionally
productive employee, he generates
additional profits for me.

The same is true for tools: If you can
produce more work in less time with a
new tool, don’t undercut yourself by
lowering your price.

I've ever

than $200. Cordless tools
save us time because we
don’t have to look for outlets or untangle
extension cords; in many cases, they’ve
speeded up tasks that we used to do by
hand. We now use drywall cutters, for
example, to make in-place cuts around
electrical boxes and other openings; it's a
lot faster than measuring and cutting by
hand, and we get a better fit.

Protective barriers. A clean site keeps
clients happy, but controlling dust and
debris also saves on cleanup time. For
the last few years, we've been putting
zippers made by Strom Corp. (800/362-
8239) into our plastic dust barriers.
These allow us to enter and exit the
work area without contaminating other
parts of the house.

Leveling feet for ladders. This acces-
sory, which simply attaches to the rails of
an extension ladder, makes it much eas-
ier to level a ladder on uneven surfaces.
It’s faster than scrounging around the
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site for blocking and it’s safer, because it
reduces the chance of the ladder shifting
position while a worker is on it.

Fax machines. 1 dallied two years
before getting a fax machine, then the
minute I hooked it up I asked myself,
“How could I live without this?” All of
your subs, vendors, architects, and sup-
pliers should have one. On larger jobs,
we keep a fax machine on site, so the
foreman can fax sketches, change orders,
and other information back and forth to
the architect’s office without this infor-
mation flowing through the office. This
arrangement cuts lag time and delays.

Alphanumeric pagers. 1 stayed with
numeric pagers for several years, until I
realized the benefits of alphanumeric
pagers. With these new devices, we
reach field personnel by keyboarding in
a message and sending it out. They now
receive a message like, “Mrs. Jones is
running 15 minutes late. You don’t have
to be there until 10:15,” rather than just
a phone number, which requires them
to stop work and call in for the message.

Voice mail. The benefit of voice mail is
that, while you can still offer to take a
message, you also have the option of let-
ting the caller leave the message directly.
A voice-mail message won't get lost in a
stack of paper, and I think the messages
can better convey a sense of urgency. For
example, instead of receiving a sticky
note that says "Bob called about his mill-
work order," I can hear Bob saying,
“Where’s the millwork? I've got three
men standing around waiting for it.”

Job phone. Our contract calls for a sep-
arate phone on every job. This allows
field personnel to call the office, subs,
vendors, and suppliers whenever they
need to without bothering the home-
owner. It also ensures that a phone is
available when we need it.

Cell phones. We give cell phones to
travelling field employees only, like
someone doing punch lists. This allows
them to check in with the office or order
materials without wasting time search-
ing for a public phone. a

Michael McCutcheon owns McCutcheon
Construction, a remodeling company in
Berkeley, Calif.




