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STEPS TO SUCCESS: 
A FOOLPROOF 
GUIDE FOR SERIOUS 
CONTRACTORS



INTRODUCTION 

The Apparatus team has deep roots in the contracting and building industry. We know firsthand the 
dedication it takes to turn a professional dream – like running your own contracting business – into 
reality.  

We also know how rewarding all that hard work is, and how important it is to stay focused and 
informed along the way.  We strive to provide contractors like you, whether you’re established or just 
starting out, the information that will help you start, grow and scale your business to its highest 
potential. 

 Our goal is to help you achieve your goals and inspire you to run your best business. 

We hope this ebook offers you the insight you were expecting and causes you to investigate the areas 
of your business you’d like to improve.  

We’d love to discuss how the full support of Apparatus can power your back office and elevate your 
business.  

We’re standing by, whenever you’re ready. 

The Apparatus Team 



STEP 1 

MAKE SURE YOUR BUSINESS IS SECURE 

The great thing about starting a contracting business – especially if you are skilled in your trade – is 

that you can just start.   You have a friend or neighbor who needs your specialty and is willing to pay 

you well for good work, and you are in business.   Just like that.  The problem is that before you know 

it, you have a thriving contracting business, but you’re running it without the strong foundation it 

needs to grow - and the protections it needs to keep you from risking everything. 

If you don’t have a proper license, surety bond and insurance as required by local law, you need to get 

these in place right away.   

If you have employees who are working for you “under the table”, you need to get them on payroll 

with proper withholding, and you need worker’s compensation insurance.  

If you’re operating a sole proprietorship or a handshake partnership of some kind,  it’s time to form an 

LLC to keep the operations of your business from spilling over and putting your home and savings at 

risk.   

Running a contracting business without following local laws and without a safety net is an 

unsustainable, risky venture.  It also limits your growth and reduces your income.  Good 

potential clients do their research, and while you can keep busy  without these essential 

requirements in place, you’ll never secure the larger more profitable clients.   

Your business and your hard work is worth protecting from anything that may jeopardize it. Forming a 

separate LLC for your business and ensuring that you have all of your proper documentation and 

insurance coverages are steps that are just plain smart…and easier than you realize!  

Check our Resources page for links to helpful information on how to get started. 



STEP 2 

GET SERIOUS ABOUT GETTING ORGANIZED 

Organization starts now.   Don’t let the state of your current back office deter you from being more 

organized in the future.  Imagine that getting organized is like building a house: you’re going to start 

off feeling a little uncertain, but you know that everything starts with a strong foundation. 

If you take small steady steps, stay disciplined and keep moving forward, the end result will be an 

amazing structure that has the strength to support your business – no matter how large it becomes. 

Start building this foundation with your very next job or project. 

Make sure you thoroughly research your overhead and out-of-pocket job costs before presenting 

your next estimate.  Don’t guess, and don’t wing it based on gut feel. 

Create a clear task list that covers the scope of your day to streamline your activity and errands. 

Make sure you are the right person to do each of the tasks you take on.   Your only scarce resource is 

time, and any hours spent doing tasks you should delegate are lost hours that act as a drag on your 

business. 

Make sure your receipts are marked with the corresponding job so that you can easily account for 

them in your books at days’ end.  Then file them away so they’re easy to find and identify when you 

need them.    

Remember that the best use of your personal time is putting together estimates and managing the 

relationships you have with your customers.   Your team exists to extend your reach when it comes to 

the actual operations of your firm.   

If you’re not excited about keeping your back office organized, reach out for assistance from someone 

that can specialize in those tasks.  Have as much pride in your back office as you do your work in the 

field and you’ll see your contracting business really grow!   



STEP 3 

DON’T TREAT YOUR BUSINESS LIKE AN ATM 

Many contracting business owners find themselves moving forward before they have the proper 

business controls in place.     

Basic business controls include a business bank account separate from your personal bank account, 

revenue and expense tracking so that you can distinguish between profit and cash flow, and a payroll 

system for you and your employees that ensures that you do proper withholding of local, state, and 

federal taxes as you take cash out of your business. 

If you don’t already have a separate business checking account, you need to set one up immediately 

and move all your business activity into it.   

Don’t allow yourself to dip into your business account for anything other than business-related 

expenses.   Be sure to hold yourself to this!  It’s tempting to view your bank account balance as 

profit or spendable cash, but unfortunately, that’s just not reality. 

Tracking your expenses, revenue and profit is impossible without a bank account that exists strictly for 

the operations of your business. There is no way to tell how your company is performing if your 

personal and business transactions are blended together.  Being uncertain about the operating health 

of your business is sure to cause you stress and limit your confidence and growth. 

If you’ve been in the habit of taking draws and perhaps also paying employees cash “under the table”, 

this can really set you on a path that leads to disaster.    

Instead, set up a payroll system, issue yourself and your team members a weekly paycheck with full 

withholding of local, state, and federal taxes, and you’ll sleep  soundly at night.   

No more worrying that at tax time you’ll have a huge check to write to your state or to the IRS….your 

weekly payroll discipline means you’re always caught up. 



STEP 4

KNOW YOUR COSTS AND GROW YOUR PROFITS 

If you are operating your contracting business on gut feel and prior experience, you’re not alone – 

that is the norm in the industry. 

But, this assumes your gut feel and prior experience are actually correct. 

If you’re in the business of working for free, you’re in the wrong business.  If you don’t understand 

which jobs you’re profiting most from and which jobs actually cost you more time than they are worth, 

you won’t know which direction to steer your contracting business to maximize future profits.   

You won’t do what continuously successful contracting companies do….they work only on profitable 

jobs that meet predefined profit targets. 

Keeping detailed records of your job expenses will allow you to create a budget and a strategy instead 

of relying on educated guesses.  You’ll start to see trends in job and supply costs and you’ll begin to 

recognize where you might need to make some adjustments to maximize profits while still keeping 

costs in line. 

Excellent record keeping, timely and accurate reporting, and attention to detail will very rapidly 

improve the profitability of your contracting business.    

And good customers – the kind who are willing to pay a bit more for very professional work – know 

the difference between a financially organized contractor and a hip-shooter.   

The moment you begin to only work on jobs where you know that you’ll earn very solid profits is the 

moment your business moves into the success lane. 

Start tracking expenses today! Visit Appartus’ Resources page to download the forms you need to get 

started.  



STEP 5

OUTSOURCE, OUTSOURCE, OUTSOURCE 

The biggest mistake a contracting business owner can make is believing they must do it all.   

This just isn’t true.  

In fact, the easiest way to overwhelm, distract and discourage yourself is by trying to do it all! 

Instead, become a more successful contracting company in your market by refocusing yourself and 

targeting all of your personal attention to the areas in which you already excel.  

Take an inventory of your personal skills to see where you can make the biggest impact in your 

business.   Make sure you spend your time only in those areas and bring in others who have 

specific expertise in the other areas.     

Don’t be afraid to hand off projects and recurring tasks that are weighing you down.  Working on 

tasks you don’t really love just depletes your energy, your confidence, and your focus.   

The same strategy applies to your employees.   Make sure everyone on the team is working in their 

area of expertise and on those tasks they really love to do.  If you can’t find team members for these 

tasks, partner with third-party service providers who exist to perform those tasks. 

A successful business is like a well-oiled machine…each part serves a very specific purpose and each 

task demands someone who is expert in that task – and who loves to perform that task. 

Assemble a team of employees and outside resources that are each operating in their preferred 

“zone”, and you’ll see your business begin to grow effortlessly.    



apparatusteam.com

(503) 833 2888

info@ApparatusTeam.com

516 SE Morrison Street Suite 700 
Portland OR 97214
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