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THEBENCHMARK
FRANK ROSS

A
s you think about renewing 
maintenance agreements for next 
year, do you identify jobs that are 
underperformers and develop 
strategies to deal with them?

For many of us, the thought process is, “I don’t 
really know how the job performed and don’t much 
care. Just let me renew it!” 

OK, I get it. None of us wants to see revenue go 
away. But, if a job is not contributing to the overall 
goals of the company, you might have to fre the 
client. I challenge you to face the cruel reality that 
not every job is a winner. Where to start?

The frst thing I would do is run a revenue-per-
hour report (see sample report below).

Revenue per hour is calculated by taking the 
contract amount and subtracting from it all the 
non-labor costs plus their individual markups. To 
fnd those markups, go to your estimating system. 
There you will fnd your typical markups for the 
recovery of overhead and proft. Once you subtract 
the non-labor costs plus their markups from the 
contract amount, what you have left is what you 
earned with your labor, or labor revenue. Divide 
this amount by labor hours and you have what you 
earned per labor hour on the job. 

Pay particular attention to the gross margin per-
centages and the revenue per hour. A high-margin 
job does not necessarily mean a high-proft job. 

Analyzing anything using margin percentages can 
be risky and lead you to the wrong conclusions.

Let’s take the frst job in our sample report (con-
tract value of $40,500, revenue per hour of $17.96). 
There’s every reason to believe this job is a stinker. 
Our break-even point for performing maintenance 
work is $23. This job, at $17.96, is 26 percent below 
our break-even point.

Before we fre this client, or any client, here are 
10 things to consider:

1. Is the information correct? 
2. Is the job part of a larger portfolio? Analyze 
the entire portfolio to see if this job is the runt.
3. Is there add-on work? 
4. Can the job be “value engineered” to make 
more sense? (Consider its position in the route, 
the equipment used, mow patterns, etc.)
5. Does the job fll out a route? 
6. Did I intentionally low ball this job to create 
new opportunities? If so, does it still make sense 
to keep this underperformer?
7. Is this a marquee job? 
8. Is this a “loss leader” job to stimulate future 
opportunities? 
9. Are we attempting to keep a predator away 
from a valued customer?
10. Can we raise the price of the job?
If all justifcations are exhausted, raise the price of 

key underperformers, and if you lose them … so what?

Before you fire a customer…

SAMPLE REVENUE-PER-HOUR REPORT

Contract 
amount

Labor 
hours

 
Labor cost

Material 
cost

 
Sub cost

 
Other cost

Total job 
cost

Gross 
margin

Gross 
margin %

Revenue  
per hour

$40,500 1,750 $21,000 $4,650 $1,000 $750 $27,400 $13,100 32.35  $17.96 

$23,300 850 $10,200 $1,750 0 $260 $12,210 $11,090 47.60  $23.96 

$12,680 245 $2,940 $300 $5,200 0 $8,440 $4,240 33.44  $24.45 

$7,180 200 $2,400 $950 0 0 $3,350 $3,830 53.34  $28.78 

$19,325 650 $7,800 0 0 0 $7,800 $11,525 59.64  $29.73 

$53,500 1,120 $13,440 $5,270 $5,000 $1,500 $25,210 $28,290 52.88  $33.75 

$28,570 650 $7,800 $1,675 0 0 $9,475 $19,095 66.84  $40.09 



Is your weed control program striking out? Onetime® herbicide helps you win against nearly 70 

troublesome weeds. An effective post-emergent herbicide, Onetime herbicide combines the 

latest Drive® XLR8 herbicide technology with MCPP-P and dicamba to deliver excellent, broad-

spectrum weed control. Onetime herbicide absorbs rapidly, acts quickly, and can be used in both 

cool- and warm-season grasses. Talk about a homerun. 

betterturf.basf.us

Always read and follow label directions. 
Drive and Onetime are registered trademarks of BASF. © 2012 BASF Corporation. All rights reserved.
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BESTPRACTICES
BRUCE WILSON

T
his is the time of the year when most 
companies go through an arduous 
task: budgeting for next year. At the 
same time, many frms also engage 
in strategic planning, crafting a 

three- or fve-year plan. 
I’ve always been enthused by this process. If done 

well, it’s a road map to success and a great tool for 
tracking performance and continuous improvement. 

Unfortunately, despite our best intentions, 
things go awry. When that happens, the strategic 
plan is also your best diagnostic tool. One thing 
I believe in and that always works when we fnd 
ourselves off course is engaging in a lessons-learned 
review that documents the problem and commits to 
a different solution next time (rather than playing 
the blame game). I also recommend conducting 
a quarterly budget analysis, looking at budget-to-
actual variances and identifying the reasons for 
those variances along the way. 

This approach lays down the specifcs you need 
to begin your annual budgeting and planning 
process. Here are some things to consider before 
you get started: 

Make it strong but keep it simple

1 The buck stops and starts in the corner offce. 
Don’t delegate implementation and oversight 

of the process. As a leader, you set the tone and 
vision and drive the strategic-planning process. 
Determine who is going to be involved, how they 
will be involved and how the broad-based strategy, 
measurable objectives and specifc tasks are going 
to be assigned and communicated.

2 Create a strategic planning task force. Identify, 
invite and involve your core team of organi-

zational leaders in the planning process and make 
them accountable for clearly defned results.

3 Set aside time, a day or two or three, depend-
ing on the size of your company, to develop 

and fne tune your strategic thinking about the 
future, refne a long-term growth plan for the 

company and develop ideas for how you will man-
age to achieve the budgeted results. The direction 
you take should be broad enough to include all 
areas of impact but narrow enough to defne a 
clear path. Make it strong but keep it simple.

4 A key part of your plan should include a pivotal 
employee development initiative designed to 

build a high-functioning team that will support your 
desired growth and provide bench strength.

5 Each department should develop its own set of 
goals for departmental improvement. 

6 The strategic planning piece should contain 
action items, a timeline for deliverables and a 

point person responsible for each initiative. 

7 Establish a quarterly review to analyze mile-
stone and status updates of all initiatives. (I 

recommend having new initiatives completed by 
the start of the busy season.).

How helpful are facilitators?
Because each company has a unique situation, a 
facilitator can help you articulate your company’s 
needs and show you the tools and techniques that 
will help you achieve the results you want in a 
manner that works for best for you. 

A facilitator can help create a vision or review 
a vision in the context of your goals, help set goals 
and objectives and develop a well-thought-out 
action plan.

A facilitator also provides neutrality that 
enables candid participation, removing barriers 
to good participation, creating an open discussion 
on issues and generating ideas from staff that they 
might not otherwise share with senior manage-
ment. 

If your company is overwhelmed by tactical 
efforts and pet projects, you may reach your goals, 
but it may take you a little longer and it will cer-
tainly be more diffcult. Aligning with a strategy to 
attain your goals is not achieved by accident.

What does success look like to you? Plan now to 
make it happen.

The power of planning
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*Samples purchased nationwide. Tests performed by IMR, Lansing, NY in accordance with ASTM F 405 Standards.

FLEX-Drain
® 
ASTM Crush Test Samples

Standard pipe ASTM Crush Test Samples    

MADE IN THE USA
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Professional landscaping at your level is all about vision. Staying fresh. Embracing the 

new. And knowing a compelling innovation when you see it. That’s why you need a 

closer look at FLEX-Drain®. It outperforms even the leading brand of corrugated pipe

in terms of durability, joint integrity and  load-bearing 

capacity*. And because it’s a complete drainage 

solution system, it’s also more fl exible, expandable, 

compatible and versatile. But don’t just take it

from us. Find out for yourself – on us.

ZZZ�IOH[�GUDLQ�FRP�ODQGVFDSHPDQDJHPHQW

Call us at 800-257-1722 or email
customerservice@clevelandtubing.com

to qualify. Certain restrictions apply.
See details at www.fl ex-drain.com.
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›

WEEDWATCH

BROUGHT TO YOU BY 

STANDING SENTINEL TO PROTECT PLANT HEALTH

For more information regarding these and other turf weeds — and related control technologies and tips — please visit www.DowProvesIt.com or call 800/255-3726.
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Recommended  
Dow AgroSciences 

solution
Dimension®  

specialty  
herbicide

Recommended  
Dow AgroSciences 

solution
Gallery® specialty  

herbicide

 › Primarily found in 
turfgrass and landscapes, 
henbit prefers thin, 
nutrient-rich soil.

CONTROL TIPS
 ›Henbit germinates in the 

fall, reproducing by seed 
and �owers in spring.

 ›Dense, lush turf is the 
best way to reduce spread 
and encroachment of win-
ter annuals. Properly mow, 
fertilize and water in spring 
and summer to minimize 
thin turf areas.

 ›Apply a preemergent 
herbicide containing 
isoxaben prior to  
germination in the fall.

HENBIT
Lamium amplexicaule

IDENTIFICATION TIPS
 ›With square stems and 

purple-red �owers, this 
winter annual closely  
resembles henbit  
(Lamium amplexicaule).

 ›Opposite leaves with 
pointed tips often have a 
purple tinge. Leaves grow 
on short or long petioles 
dependent on where 
the leaf is located on 
the plant—unlike henbit, 
where leaves lack petioles.

 › Purple-red �owers grow 
in clusters of three to six 
in the upper leaves.

 ›Deadnettle, a member 
of the mint family, repro-
duces by seed.

CONTROL TIPS 
 › Purple deadnettle 

germinates in the fall and 
�owers in the spring. It 
thrives in thin turf and 
moist, shady sites.

 ›Dense, lush turf is 
the best way to reduce 
spread and encroach-
ment of winter annuals. 
Properly mow, fertilize 
and water in spring and 
summer to minimize thin 
turf areas. 

 ›Apply a preemergent 
herbicide containing 
dithiopyr prior to germina-
tion in the fall.

IDENTIFICATION TIPS
 › This member of the 

mint family, from the 
same genus as purple 
deadnettle, features a 
square stem.

 ›Commonly confused 
with deadnettle, henbit 
leaves are also oppo-
site—but circular to  
heart-shaped, without 
petioles for attachment 
but with clasping leaves 
on the petiole.

 › Pink to purple �owers 
grow in whorls in the 
upper leaves without 
petioles.

PURPLE DEADNETTLE
Lamium pupureum
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BY LARA MOFFAT

  
hen was the last time you evaluated 
your brand? What process did you use 
to de�ne it, and how have you managed 
your brand? What’s branding? Simply, 
branding is how you and your business are 
viewed in the marketplace. However, it’s 

not that simple. A brand takes a process to create, time to 
develop and consistency to endure.

Branding isn’t solely a marketing concept—it plays 
a part of how every aspect of your business is commu-
nicated and perceived. The saying might be cliché, but 
perception is reality in the eyes of the consumer, and 
you want to be perceived favorably. Think about all the 
contact you have with your team, clients and community. 
How are you and your business viewed?

When de�ning your brand, there are several basic 
questions to ask:
1.  What core services or products do we offer?
2. Are we servicing what our market wants?
3.  Do we need to modify our business model?
4.  How are we perceived by our employees,  

clients, competition and prospects?
5.  Does our team have a clear understanding  

of its role in our success? 
By answering these questions, you’ll be on your way to 

clearly specifying your services, identifying your mar-
ket and differentiating your company, which will help 
determine how to manage your brand. Use the following 
guidelines to help de�ne your brand and develop a plan.

STATE WHAT SERVICES OR PRODUCTS YOU’LL OFFER. The more 
speci�c you are about stating what you do, the more likely 
you’ll be able to communicate accurate messaging to the 
community. This includes internally to your team and 
externally to your customers, industry colleagues and pros-
pects. If you’re routinely contacted by consumers about 
services you don’t offer, it’s time to review what message 
(i.e., promotional materials) you’re sending to prospects.
DETERMINE WHAT MOTIVATES THE DECISION MAKERS IN YOUR 
KEY MARKET. Knowing your target audience is essential to 

marketing to any given audience effectively. Identify the 
consumer behavior—the study of when, why, how and 
where people do or don’t buy a product or service—that 
motivates your speci�c group. Consumer behavior will 
vary greatly from residential to commercial and from tree 
sales to high-end landscape construction projects. Addi-
tionally, it’s important to note people don’t buy a service 
because of it; they buy it because of its bene�ts.
PROMOTE WHAT DIFFERENTIATES YOUR COMPANY FROM ANOTHER. 
At �rst glance, many landscape companies offer the 
same services from the consumer’s perspective. But your 
clients aren’t concerned with the service—it’s the bene�ts 
they receive that are paramount. De�ne a personality 
that speaks authentically to your target audience, busi-
ness model and community culture. Focus on a client’s 
lifestyle, a company’s involvement within the community 
or its sustainable practices.
NOW IT’S TIME TO MANAGE YOUR BRAND. Develop a plan that 
reviews and integrates all contacts your business has with 
the marketplace: employees, clients, industry colleagues, 
collateral, marketing, equipment, etc. Every impression 
makes an impact on branding, and professionalism tops 
the list as the way to build a positive brand. Think about 
the individuals you respect. I bet you have a high regard 
for them because they’re professional in the way they talk, 
act and look. The same is true for your business.

Train your employees to be professional by valu-
ing what they do, and that investment will have a high 
return. By engaging your staff and making it aware of the 
business direction, you’ll build ownership and develop a 

team mentality. Set expectations �rst 
through leading by example and sec-
ond by holding yourself accountable. 
Put tools and guidelines in place that 
enable all to achieve. Then expect 
attention to detail, from the cleanli-
ness of the �eet to the consistency of 
marketing materials. Acknowledge 
the successes, and constructively 
correct the misses.

Each year devise a focus. During 

Define and manage your brand

QUICK TIP   

Determine what 

motivates the  

decision makers in 

your key market.
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