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Good Company Culture, Strong Company:  

Taking Care of the Employees 
 

 At a recent meeting of San Francisco Bay Area local high-end construction business 

owners, they discussed the value of the employer’s relationship with its employees.   

 

 These folks are all successful residential remodelers in the very competitive yet lucrative 

Bay Area market.  (Think the San Francisco Silicon Valley markets.)  The following are some of 

the points discussed at the meeting. 

 

 Employee Retention Saves You Money.  A common but overlooked cost of an unhappy 

crew is employee turnover.  Training new employees – even if their wages are lower than those 

they’ve replaced – costs you time and money.  It is estimated that it generally takes about 20% of a 

departing employee’s annual salary to replace them – costs include replacement, new hires (ads, 

interviews, background checks), training, lost productivity - and of reduced productivity, errors and 

waste while the new hire comes up to speed. 

 

 Various Costs of Replacing Employees.  The discussion of the cost of replacing an 

employee included the following items: 

 Overtime and/or temporary wages until the new employee has been hired/is working up to 

speed;  

 Advertising costs for the job ad; 

 Company time in reviewing applications, and time in the initial and second interviews; 

 The cost of the prospective new hire’s background check; 

 HR costs in setting up a new employee’s file, with all the standard and industry-specific 

forms and disclosures; and 

 Training costs – your time or another employee’s time in getting the new hire up to speed. 

 

 Keep ‘em Young.  After the Recession, most of these contractors had an aging workforce 

in field.  But it now is a whole new ballgame.  Brutal as it sounds, these owners thought that the 

older guys must teach, and then get out of the way of the younger folk.   

 

 In general, this group was applying this maxim to themselves.  Mostly past the spring 

chicken stage themselves, almost all has succession plans and were grooming their younger 

successors.  There were several who had done no planning, except to live forever. 

 

 Pay Structure.    It was the consensus that the forward-looking company must keep up 

with marketplace wage - and then some.  One gets what one pays for.  This includes straight 

compensation and benefits, which are discussed below. 

  

 Benefits.  Compensation of course includes benefits.  Some of the following benefits 

mentioned at the meeting were:   

 Medical plans (and often dental and vision); 
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 Bonuses – end of project if the job is successful and profitable; 

 Paid days off (an interesting mix of how many days here); 

 Retirement accounts / advisor services 

 Vehicle reimbursement; and 

 Tool allowance. 

 

In recent times new areas of benefits have arisen.  Some that could be utilized in the 

construction industry are: 

 Public transportation and/or bike to work credits; and 

 Medical benefits through a non-group plan such as “Health Reimbursement Arrangements.” 

o  Under an HRA you can contribute an amount of money to each employee to be 

applied toward their own plan/medical expenses.  This is now easier to manage and 

more attractive to employees given the ease of obtaining coverage under Covered 

California and the Affordable Care Act.  It can also be more affordable for the 

employer than traditional employer group plans, particularly for smaller companies. 

 

 Further Perks (I want to work for these companies.)   

 Once a month massage; 

 Personal coaching/team building (New Age opportunities to grow/personal investment 

advice); 

 Healthy living credits / gym subsidies; 

 Company retreats; and 

 Trips to Hawaii. 

 

 Interesting Sidebar Question. – As the discussion continued, a question arose - during a 

recession: keep or dump employees?    

 

 This group had been through many recessions.  The majority thought one had to at 

minimum reduce the workforce.  Employees are an expensive part of the business, particularly if 

they are not being utilized.  Only one person had struggled to keep everyone on the payroll during 

the recent and long economic nuclear winter.  He got a sincere round of applause.   

 

 Create A Positive Company Culture.  Everyone wants to belong; our species has strong 

herd instincts. 

 Keep company procedures and protocols somewhat transparent; 

 Keep employees informed – up to a point; 

 Compliment/give pets and perks, (see above); 

 Holiday parties and social gathering off the clock; 

 Invite your employees to attend professional group meetings (such as NARI!); and 

 Train and mentor your employees - They are less likely to move on to another job if they 

have growth opportunities and you may reap significant returns on your investment if they 

stay with your company.   

 

 Conclusion.  Suffice to say, it was a fascinating discussion.  Regardless of the variation on 

the approaches, there was not a single ruthless “Let Them Eat Cake” boss in the room.  To a 
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person, the participants were mindful of a good and fair relationship with their employees.  

Overall everyone was very positive about their employee relationships.  Remember, the output 

you receive from your employees is often reflective of what you invest in them.   

 

 

**************** 

 

Bryant H. Byrnes, Esq. practices construction law in the San Francisco Bay Area and is 

counsel to the SFBA NARI Board of Directors.  

 

Brian J. Trowbridge, Esq. of Trowbridge Law Office practices construction law, business 

law, succession and estate planning, and employment law in the San Francisco Bay Area.   

 

Questions? Bryant’s website is www.bryantbyrnes.com. Feel free to contact him by email at 

Bryant@bryantbyrnes.com.  Brian’s website is www.trowbridgelawoffice.com and you can email 

him at btrowbridge@trowbridgelawoffice.com.  

 

For Bryant’s previous articles, please visit SFBA NARI’s website and click on the link “In 

the News/Newsletter” under “For the Trade.” They are also available on his website under 

“Articles,” and on Brian’s website under “Publications.”  

 

As always, these articles are summary discussions only - to simply give you a heads up on 

various construction topics.  The information contained herein is not legal advice.  Each scenario is 

different and if you need legal advice you should contact an attorney immediately.   
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