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CONSTRUCTION BUSINESS INSIGHT 

 

Leadership in a Contracting Business 
Requires Decisiveness 
Why the owner’s ability to decide, focus, and follow through shapes the 

company. 

Core message: A contracting business will rarely become more disciplined than its owner. If the owner avoids 
decisions, tolerates excuses, or lacks focus, the company will eventually reflect that. 

 

In a contracting business, leadership is not just about being respected, liked, or experienced. Leadership is 
about direction. 

It is about making decisions, setting standards, enforcing accountability, and getting the company focused on 
the right work. For many small and mid-sized contractors, the biggest issue is not lack of effort. The owner is 
usually working hard. The crews are busy. The phone is ringing. Jobs are moving. Problems are being handled. 

But the business still feels reactive. 

That usually happens when the company has activity, but not enough leadership discipline. 

A contracting company needs an owner who can decide what matters, communicate it clearly, and hold people 
accountable to it. When employees sense hesitation, inconsistency, or reluctance from the owner, they 
eventually lose respect for the direction of the business. They may still like the owner personally, but they stop 
trusting the leadership. 
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Decisiveness Protects the Business 

A contractor does not need to make perfect decisions all the time. No owner does. But a contractor does need to 
make timely decisions. 

Mistakes can usually be corrected. Lost time cannot. 

Every day an owner avoids a necessary decision, the business pays for it somewhere. A weak employee stays in 
the wrong seat. A poor customer continues draining resources. A bad process keeps creating rework. A pricing 
problem keeps eating margin. A field issue keeps repeating. A leadership gap becomes normal. 

In contracting, indecision has a cost. It shows up as: 

• Missed opportunities 
• Margin leakage 
• Delayed billing 
• Poor handoffs 
• Weak accountability 
• Confused employees 
• Customer frustration 
• Problems that keep resurfacing 

The owner may believe he is “being patient” or “giving it more time,” but the team often reads it differently. They 
see hesitation. They see inconsistency. They see standards that are discussed but not enforced. 

That is why decisiveness matters. It tells the organization that direction is real, expectations matter, and the 
company will not drift simply because a decision is uncomfortable. 

Owner check: What decision have you been delaying that your team already knows needs to be made? 

 

Leadership Is Not About Power 

Strong leadership in a contracting company is not about ego, title, or control. It is about results. 

A results-oriented leader does not need to dictate every method or take credit for every win. He defines the 
outcome, clarifies the standard, provides the structure, and gets the right people focused on their part of the 
plan. 

Many owner-led businesses struggle because the owner is still trying to control too many details. He reviews 
every estimate. He solves every field problem. He handles every difficult customer. He approves every purchase. 
He becomes the hub of every meaningful decision. 

That may feel like leadership, but often it is dependency. 

Real leadership says: 

• Here is where we are going. 
• Here is what matters. 
• Here is the standard. 
• Here is your role. 
• Here is how success will be measured. 
• Here is what we will no longer tolerate. 



Shapcott Lauber | Construction Business Insights 

• Here is when we will review progress. 

That kind of leadership builds a company - not just a busy operation. 

The Company Needs a Clear Plan 

Leadership is having a plan and getting people focused on their part of that plan. Many contractors have goals, 
but not a real plan. 

• They want more revenue. 
• They want better margins. 
• They want stronger people. 
• They want fewer fires. 
• They want better customers. 
• They want more cash. 
• They want the business to be less dependent on them. 

Those are good desires, but they are not yet a plan. 

A plan answers the harder questions: 

• What kind of work are we going after? 
• What kind of work should we stop chasing? 
• What margins do we need? 
• Which customers fit us best? 
• What problems are costing us the most money? 
• Who is accountable for fixing them? 
• What systems need to be installed? 
• What decisions have we been avoiding? 
• What must change in the next 30, 60, and 90 days? 

A goal without a plan is just a wish. 

That is especially true in construction, where the pace of the business can make an owner feel productive even 
when the company is not truly improving. 

Busy is not focus. Revenue is not profit. Activity is not progress. 

 

A contractor needs goals that are specific, measurable, and connected to the life the owner actually wants the 
business to support. 

The Business Should Make the Owner’s Life Better 

One of the most important questions a contractor can ask is simple: 

What do I need this business to do for me and my family? 

Too many contractors build companies that serve everyone except the owner. Customers get served. Employees 
get paid. Vendors get paid. The bank gets paid. The insurance company gets paid. The government gets paid. 

But the owner carries the stress, the risk, the debt, the decisions, and the responsibility. 
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The purpose of a business is to make the owner’s life better. That does not mean the owner is selfish or 
disconnected from employees and customers. It means the business must produce the financial return, 
personal freedom, stability, and long-term value that justify the risk the owner is taking. 

For a contractor, that may include: 

• Better cash flow 
• Stronger margins 
• Less chaos 
• More predictable work 
• Better customers 
• A stronger management team 
• Reduced owner dependency 
• More personal income 
• More family time 
• Retirement security 
• A saleable or transferable company 

If the company’s goals are not tied to those outcomes, the owner may keep growing a business that gives him 
more responsibility but not a better life. 

Goals Must Be Customer-Oriented 

Contractors often set internal goals: hit a certain revenue number, grow by a percentage, add more crews, sell 
more service work, or land more projects. Those goals may be valid, but they are incomplete. 

The company also needs to understand the customer. 

• Who are the best customers? 
• What problems do they have? 
• What do they value? 
• What are they afraid of? 
• Why do they choose one contractor over another? 
• Where do they experience frustration in the buying or building process? 
• How can the company solve those problems better than the competition? 

A contractor that does not understand the customer eventually competes on price. A contractor that 
understands the customer can compete on value, trust, certainty, responsiveness, expertise, and execution. 

That matters because the best work is not always won by the cheapest contractor. It is often won by the 
contractor who helps the customer feel confident before, during, and after the job. 

Being “Too Nice” Can Hurt the Business 

Many contractors are good people. They care about employees. They care about customers. They care about 
doing the right thing. They want to be fair. They want to avoid conflict. 

Those are good qualities. But when the owner becomes too reluctant to confront issues, the business suffers. 

Being “too nice” often shows up as: 

• Keeping underperforming employees too long 
• Letting crews ignore standards 
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• Avoiding difficult customer conversations 
• Failing to enforce change-order discipline 
• Allowing sloppy handoffs 
• Not holding managers accountable 
• Letting excuses replace results 
• Repeating the same conversations without consequences 

A contractor can be fair and still be firm. In fact, fairness requires firmness. 

Good employees want standards. They want clarity. They want weak performance addressed. They want 
leadership to protect the business, the team, and the customer experience. 

When an owner tolerates behavior that hurts the company, he is not being kind. He is making the business less 
stable for everyone. 

Leadership language to use: 

• This is the standard. 
• This is not acceptable. 
• This must change. 
• This is the deadline. 
• This is who owns it. 
• This is what happens if it does not improve. 

 

Stop Accepting Excuses 

Every contracting business has problems. Labor is tight. Customers change their minds. Materials are delayed. 
Weather interrupts schedules. Subcontractors miss deadlines. Prices move. Employees make mistakes. Cash 
gets tight. 

Those things are real. But they cannot become permanent excuses. 

The owner’s job is to separate legitimate obstacles from repeated patterns. 

A one-time problem is an event. A repeated problem is a system failure. 

If jobs keep starting without clear scope, that is not just a customer problem. If change orders are always late, 
that is not just a paperwork problem. If crews are constantly inefficient, that is not just a labor problem. If the 
owner is always pulled into decisions, that is not just a people problem. If cash is always tight, that is not just a 
revenue problem. 

It is a leadership and systems problem. 

Contractors must stop accepting excuses from themselves and from their teams. The question is not, “Why did 
this happen again?” 

What system, standard, or decision is missing that allowed this to happen again? 

Every Area of the Business Deserves Urgency 

Contractors often respond quickly to production problems. If a job is going badly, they react. If a customer is 
upset, they react. If a crew does not show up, they react. If materials are missing, they react. 
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But many owners do not bring that same urgency to management problems. 

• Weak estimating discipline is tolerated. 
• Poor financial reporting is tolerated. 
• Unclear roles are tolerated. 
• No sales process is tolerated. 
• Loose meetings are tolerated. 
• No accountability rhythm is tolerated. 
• Ineffective managers are tolerated. 

That imbalance creates long-term damage. 

A poor production result is unacceptable. But so are the management deficiencies that created the poor result in 
the first place. 

The owner has to treat leadership, systems, accountability, and financial visibility with the same seriousness as 
jobsite execution. The jobsite is usually where the problem shows up. Management is often where the problem 
started. 

What Contractors Should Do Next 

A contractor who wants to lead better does not need to change everything overnight. But he does need to start 
making clearer decisions. 

A practical starting point is to ask: 

1. What are the three biggest problems we keep repeating? 

2. What decisions have I been avoiding? 

3. Which employees, customers, or processes are hurting the business? 

4. What goals would actually make my life better as the owner? 

5. Are our goals specific, measurable, and connected to profit and cash flow? 

6. Do we understand our best customers and the problems they need solved? 

7. Where are we accepting excuses instead of fixing root causes? 

8. What needs to change in the next 30 days? 

The answers will usually point to the real work: not more hustle, not more meetings, and not more vague 
intentions. Real leadership work. 

Closing: The Contractor Sets the Standard 

A contracting business will rarely become more disciplined than its owner. 

If the owner is unclear, the business becomes unclear. If the owner avoids decisions, the business drifts. If the 
owner tolerates excuses, excuses become culture. If the owner lacks focus, the team lacks focus. 

But when the owner becomes decisive, focused, fair, and consistent, the company starts to change. 

• People know what matters. 
• Standards become clearer. 
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• Problems get addressed sooner. 
• Goals become more measurable. 
• Customers are served more intentionally. 
• The team gains confidence. 
• The owner gains control. 

Leadership is not about having all the answers. It is about setting direction, making decisions, enforcing 
standards, and building a company that can perform with discipline. 

For today’s contractor, that may be the difference between owning a busy business and building a better one. 

 

Shapcott Lauber Perspective 

At Shapcott Lauber, we help owner-led construction, trade, and service businesses bring discipline to how work is 
won, delivered, and measured. The goal is simple: help contractors install the systems, accountability, financial 
visibility, and leadership rhythms needed to build a stronger, more profitable, and less owner-dependent company. 
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