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WHY DOES THIS KEEP HAPPENING?

You’re doing what you’re supposed to do. You’re winning jobs. Your crews are working.
Your schedule is full. And yet...

e (Cash feels tight.

* You’re second-guessing decisions.

e Growth feels stressful instead of exciting.

At some point, most trade business owners ask:

“If we’re this busy... why does it

still feel like we’re behind?”

This guide answers that. Not with theory or accounting jargon. But with clear explanations of
what’s actually happening inside your business and what to do about it. You don’t need to

become a numbers person.

You just need to understand the right numbers.

CO BELAY | THE TRADES OWNER'S FINANCIAL PLAYBOOK
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WHERE YOUR MONEY ACTUALLY GOES ON A JOB

Understanding the Gap Between “Revenue” and “Reality”
When you win a job, the number you see is revenue. But we all know revenue doesn’t tell the whole story.
Between the contract price and your actual profit, there are multiple layers of cost you need to account for.

And most of them aren’t fully visible unless you’re actively looking for them.

At a high level, every job includes:
e Labor (your crew’s time on the job)
e Materials and subcontractors

e Overhead (everything else required to keep your business running)

The problem is not that these costs exist. Every contractor knows costs are real. The problem is that they
don’t behave the way you expect them to, and the gap between what you expected and what actually
happened is where margin goes to die. So let’s take a look at one of those big costs that might be eating away

at your margin.

Labor: The Most Important (and Least Understood) Cost

Laborisn’t just a line item. It’s a moving target.
You estimate labor before the job starts. But labor is experienced in real time:
Jobs take longer than planned

e Crews encounter unexpected conditions in the field

e Work gets redone or adjusted mid-job

e Timeis lost between tasks (drive time, setup, waiting on materials, etc.)

Even small overruns matter... a lot.

On the Job Site: Labor Overruns

If a job is estimated at 40 labor hours but takes 48 instead, that’s a 20% increase in labor cost

with zero increase in revenue.

That 8-hour gap comes directly out of your margin.

Not the client’s margin. Yours.

And if it happens across 10 jobs this month, you’ve just given away the equivalent of one full

job’s labor for free.
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The Compounding Effect of “Small Misses”
One overrun doesn’t break your business. But consistent, small misses across jobs create a pattern

that’s hard to see until it’s already costing you.
e Slightly underestimating labor on most jobs
e Slightly missing material costs when prices shift
e Slightly underpricing the complexity of certain job types
e Change orders that happen but never get tracked or billed

Individually, each of these is easy to justify: “It was close enough.” Collectively, they explain why your

business feels tight even when your schedule is full and revenue looks strong.

What This Means for You as an Owner
If you don’t have visibility into how jobs actually

perform, you’re stuck in a tough spot:
e You can’t confidently price future work.
¢ You can’t identify where profit is being lost.
e You’'re forced to rely on gut feel instead of data.

e Every bid feels like a gamble.

This is where many trades owners get stuck — not
from lack of effort, but from lack of clarity. You’re
working hard and running a busy operation. The

issue isn’t your work ethic. It’s that you can’t see

clearly enough to steer.

How to Stop the Bleeding
You don’t need perfect tracking systems from day one, but you do need to be able to answer three

questions about every job:

e What did you think it would cost?
e What did it actually cost?

e Where did the difference come from?

That’s the foundation for everything else in this guide. Without that foundation, you’re making every

future decision in the dark.
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ARE YOUR CREWS ACTUALLY MAKING YOU MONEY?

The Difference Between Activity and Productivity
A full schedule feels like success. Trucks on the road, crews on site, phones ringing... you’re clearly busy.

But activity alone doesn’t create profit.

Profit comes from how efficiently your labor turns into completed, billable work. And that’s where a lot of

trades businesses quietly lose control. Time is being spent, but not always in ways that support profitability.

How Labor Gets Used vs. How It Gets Paid
You pay your crew for time on the clock. But not all hours on the clock contribute equally to a job. There are

three broad categories of how field time actually gets used:

TIME CATEGORY WHAT THIS MEANS

1. Productive Time This is where margin is made.

Direct work that moves a job forward You need enough of this to be profitable.
2. Necessary But Non-Billable Real cost, often unpriced.

Travel, setup, coordination, loading If you don’t account for it, it eats margin.
3. Unproductive Time Margin killer.

Waiting, rework, delays, inefficiencies This is money out the door with no return.

Only the first category consistently supports your margin. The other two are real costs, but they’re often not

fully accounted for in pricing.

Why This Creates Margin Pressure
When you price a job, you’re making an assumption about efficiency. You’re picturing steady, focused progress

from start to finish.

Here’s what actually tends to happen in the field:
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On the Job Site: The Efficiency Gap

A job is estimated at 40 labor hours, assuming a good pace and clean conditions.

But the crew spends 6 hours waiting for a material delivery. Another 3 hours dealing with an

unforeseen issue. And 2 hours of rework after a miscommunication.

The job still gets done in 40 hours on the time sheet. But only about 29 of those hours were truly
productive. So what should have added to your margin (a.k.a. profit) ends up being spent on

inefficiencies.

The gap between hours paid and hours that actually moved the job forward is where your

margin disappears.

What This Means for Your Business
If you don’t understand how time is actually being used, it’s easy to draw the wrong conclusions:

e You assume your pricing is the problem, so you bid higher and lose work.
e You assume you need more jobs, so you chase volume when the issue is efficiency.

¢ You push for more output without fixing the underlying inefficiencies.

The real issue might be alignment between how you price work and how work actually gets done. A crew that
looks busy on paper can still be quietly draining your margins if the hours they’re burning don’t match the

hours you estimated.

Closing the Gap
You don’t need to track every minute of every crew member’s day. No one has time for that. And a certain

amount of delays, unexpected issues, and rework are just part of the job.

But you do need to understand:

e How long jobs actually take versus what you estimated
e Where time is consistently being lost

e Whether the efficiency assumptions behind your pricing match reality

That’s what allows you to improve margins without pricing yourself out of work or taking on more jobs than
you can handle. And speaking of pricing, if you feel like every quote is generated on a wing and a prayer,

keep reading.
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WHY YOUR PRICING FEELS LIKE GUESSWORK

Pricing Is Only as Strong as the Numbers Behind It

YMost pricing challenges in the trades don’t come from a lack of experience. They come from incomplete
information. When you don’t fully understand your true costs (all of them, not just materials and labor), pricing
becomes a mix of logic, comparison to competitors, and gut instinct. That approach works until it doesn’t. And
when it stops working, it’s painful.

The Full Cost of Doing a Job

To be consistently profitable, your pricing needs to cover four things:

Direct Costs
Labor (actual hours, not ideal hours) + materials

Overhead
Office/admin, insurance, vehicles, equipment, software, your own time

Business Risk
Delays, weather, rework, callbacks, scope creep, slow-paying customers

Profit

Planned margin, not whatever’s left over after everything else. This needs to
be built in from the start.

Where Most Pricing Breaks Down
Most contractors do a solid job of estimating direct costs. They know their material prices and have a rough

sense of labor hours. But overhead and business risk are harder to quantify so they’re often underrepresented
in the bid, or ignored entirely. The result is pricing that looks profitable on paper, but consistently

underdelivers in reality. You win the job, do the work, and wonder where the margin went.

How to Actually Calculate and Apply Overhead

Overhead gets fuzzy for many business owners, not because it’s unimportant, but because it’s not tied to a
single job. You don’t buy “a portion of your office rent” for one project. You don’t assign “half a truck payment”
to a specific customer. So instead, overhead needs to be calculated across your business and then distributed
consistently among your jobs.
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Step 1: Identify Your True Annual Overhead
Start by adding up everything it takes to run your business that isn’t tied to a specific job. This typically
includes:
e Office/admin salaries (including your own time)
e Rent or office expenses
e Insurance (general liability, workers comp, etc.)
e Vehicles and fuel not directly billed to jobs
e Equipment payments and maintenance
e Software, subscriptions, bookkeeping, etc.
e Marketing and sales costs
e Licenses, legal, and professional fees

Don’t estimate loosely here. Pull the last 12 months of actual numbers if you can. Your goal is a realistic annual
overhead total.

Step 2: Choose a Way to Spread It Across Jobs
Once you know your total overhead, you need a consistent way to apply it to your work. In the trades, there are
three common approaches:

1. Percentage of Labor (most common)
You apply overhead as a percentage of your total labor cost.
e Best for service businesses or labor-heavy trades
» Keeps pricing aligned with how much effort a job actually takes

2. Percentage of Total Job Cost
You apply overhead as a percentage of labor + materials.
e Simple to use
e Works well if your jobs are fairly consistent in structure

3. Hourly Overhead Rate

You calculate how much overhead you need to recover per billable hour.
e Best for service or maintenance work
e Creates very clean, consistent pricing

Step 3: Calculate Your Overhead Rate
Here’s a simple example using a labor-based approach:

Annual Overhead
x100 = Overhead Rate %

Annual Billable Labor

For example, if your annual overhead is $300,000, and your team produces $1,000,000 in billable labor per year,
your overhead rate is 30% of labor

That means for every $1,000 in labor on a job, you need to add $300 just to cover overhead—before profit.
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Step 4: Build It Into Every Job (Not Just Some)

This is where many contractors slip. They calculate overhead...but only apply it to certain jobs, or “round
down” to stay competitive. That defeats the purpose. Overhead isn’t optional. It exists whether you include it
in your price or not. If it’s not in the bid, it comes out of your margin.

Step 5: Revisit It Regularly
Your overhead will change as your business grows.
e Hire an admin? It goes up
e Add a truck? It goes up
e Improve efficiency and bill more hours? Your rate may go down

A good rule of thumb is to recalculate your overhead rate at least once a year, or anytime your cost structure
changes significantly. When overhead is clearly defined and consistently applied:

e Every job carries its share of the business load

e Your pricing becomes more predictable

e Your margins stop disappearing into “invisible” costs

And most importantly, you stop relying on guesswork to cover real expenses.

Pricing Example
Let’s see what this looks like when we put it together and price a full job. Remember the four pricing

elements we identified earlier: Direct Cost, Overhead, Business Risk, and Profit.

We’ll stick with our example above using a labor-based overhead approach:

e Annual overhead: $300,000
e Annual billable labor: $1,000,000

e Overhead rate: 30% of labor

Now let’s walk through pricing a job that will be $5,000 of labor and $3,000 of material.




Determine Direct Costs
Labor: $5,000
Material: $3,000

Apply Overhead
30% of $5,000 (labor) = $1,500

Add a Business Risk Buffer
Let’s say you apply a 5% risk factor to cover things like delays, minor rework,
and small scope changes.

($5,000 + $3,000 + $1,500) x 5% = $475

Build Your Total Cost
Labor: $5,000
Materials: $3,000
Overhead: $1,500
Risk: $475

Total cost: $9,975

Add Profit
Remember: you’re adding it in from the beginning, not hoping it will be left over
at the end. For this example, we’ll use 20%.

$9,975 x 20% = $1,995

Final price: $11,970

Now you have a number based on the real cost of running your business and the understanding that delays and
rework are a reality of the job. Plus, your profit is protected, not hoped for.

An inexperienced business owner might price this job at $8,000-$9,000 based on labor + materials and hope the
crew works quickly, or there’s enough left over to cover everything else.

That gap? That’s where profit disappears.
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On the Job Site: The Change Order Problem

One of the biggest pricing leaks in the trades isn’t mispricing the original job. It’s scope that

grows during the job and never gets formally billed.

The customer asks for something extra. The crew accommodates. The work gets done, and the

customer is happy... but nobody writes it up.

If you do $500 of unbilled change order work on 20 jobs this year, that’s $10,000 you earned

but never collected.

That’s not a small number. That might be one crew member’s wages for a month.

The Price Is (Finally) Right
Strong pricing doesn’t mean higher prices across the board. It means complete pricing. Where every real cost

is represented, including overhead, risk, and your intended profit margin.

When you understand your full cost structure, you can:

e Price with confidence instead of anxiety.
o Explain your pricing to customers and back it up.

e Protect your margins even when conditions aren’t perfect.
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ARE YOUR JOBS ACTUALLY PROFITABLE?

Why Looking at the Business as a Whole Isn’t Enough

Your monthly financials can tell you if your business is profitable. That’s useful, but it’s not enough. Because

they can’t tell you why.

Profitability is created at the job level. The monthly P&L is just the sum of every job you completed that month.
If you don’t understand what’s happening at the job level, you’re managing the result without understanding
the cause.

The Importance of Job-Level Visibility

Every job is its own mini business:

« Its own labor profile: crew size, skill level, hours required

+ Its own material costs: job type, supplier, market conditions

+ Its own complexity: site conditions, customer demands, access challenges

+ Its own risk profile: some jobs are predictable, others aren’t

When you group everything into a single P&L view, those differences disappear. And so do the insights you
need to make better decisions.

What Job Profitability Reveals

When you start looking at jobs individually, patterns emerge that are invisible at the aggregate level:
+ Certain job types consistently deliver strong margins

+ Others consistently run over budget (often for the same reasons)

+ Certain customer types or project categories create more issues than others

« Specific crew compositions perform better on specific job types

Without this view, those patterns stay hidden, and you’ll keep repeating the same mistakes at scale.

The Role of Estimates vs. Actuals

The most powerful comparison in job profitability is the simplest one: what you expected versus what actually

happened.
LABOR HOURS MATERIAL COSTS JOB MARGIN
Estimated vs. Actual Budgeted vs. Spent Projected vs. Delivered
Where time overruns hide Where cost creep shows up The bottom-line reality

The gap between those numbers is where learning happens. A job that comes in 15% over on labor hours isn’t
just an annoyance. It’s data. It tells you something about how that job type was estimated, or how it was
executed. Over time, tracking that gap turns gut feel into knowledge.
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What This Means for Growth
Here’s the hidden danger of growing without job-level visibility:

« You repeat the same pricing and execution mistakes at higher volume
+ You scale inefficient work and scale the losses with it
« You increase revenue without improving margins

« Growth feels like it’s supposed to help, but it makes things tighter

Businesses that track job profitability grow differently. They refine their estimating. They focus on the

work that actually performs. They grow more predictably because they know what they’re replicating.

See Your Numbers Clearly
You don’t need perfect data on every job to start benefiting from this.

You need enough visibility to answer these three questions on a regular basis:

e Which jobs are worth repeating, and worth fighting for in the bid

e Which jobs need to be priced differently to deliver the margin
they should?

e Which jobs should you stop taking because they consistently cost

more than they’re worth?

That’s how you start building a more profitable business, not just a busier one.
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WHY CASH FEELS TIGHT (EVEN WHEN YOU'RE BUSY)

Profit and Cash Are Not the Same Thing

This is one of the most important (and most misunderstood) concepts in any trades business.

You can be profitable on paper and still feel serious cash pressure. It happens all the time. And when it does,
it’s genuinely confusing: “We had a great month. Why is the account so low?”

PROFIT CASH

Measures how well your business performed. Measures the timing of actual money movement.
It lives on your P&L statement. It lives in your bank account.

It doesn’t tell you when money actually moved. It tells you what’s available right now.

A profitable business with poor cash flow timing can still feel broke. especially in a business where you’re
constantly fronting costs before you collect.

The Timing Mismatch in Trades

Here’s what makes cash flow uniquely challenging in construction and trades work:
e Laboris paid weekly. Your crew doesn’t wait.
e Materials often need to be ordered and paid for before the job starts.
e Customers pay later (sometimes much later)based on invoicing terms.
e Draw schedules on larger jobs mean you’re working ahead of payment.

This creates a natural gap between when you spend money and when you collect it. And that gap grows as your
business grows.

Why Growth Can Make This Worse

It seems backward, but more work often creates more cash pressure in the short term.
When you take on more jobs:
e Upfront costs increase (more materials, more labor to pay before jobs are completed)
e Payrollis higher (and it hits regardless of where you are in the billing cycle)
e Your exposure to delayed payments grows (more invoices outstanding, more risk)

Without visibility into the timing of your cash, growth creates pressure instead of relieving it. You’re busier than
ever, and somehow more stressed about money.
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The Seasonal Reality

Most trades businesses also deal with seasonality, and that makes cash flow planning even more critical.

When spring or summer demand hits, you ramp up quickly: more crews, more materials, more overhead. But
the cash to fund that ramp-up often has to come from somewhere — a line of credit, slower payments to

vendors, or personal reserves.

The businesses that handle seasonality well aren’t just busier. They’re planning for the gap.

The question to answer before every busy season:

Do you know exactly when your biggest cash outflows are coming? And whether you’ll have the

cash to cover them before revenue catches up?

What Control Looks Like

Cash flow clarity doesn’t mean you’ll never face a tight month. It means you see it coming far enough in
advance to do something about it.

With clear cash flow visibility, you can:

+ Anticipate shortfalls 4-6 weeks out instead of discovering them on Friday
+ Plan large expenses around actual cash availability

+ Make confident hiring decisions instead of ones based on gut feeling

« Know when to draw on a credit line and when you don’t need to

+ Stop reacting and start preparing

Knowing your cash position three weeks

from now is worth more than knowing
your profit margin last month.

Preparation Wins the Day

The goal is to understand not just how much money your business makes, but when money moves.

That single shift, from thinking about profit to thinking about timing, is what stabilizes a trades business. It’s
the difference between being surprised by cash pressure and being prepared for it.

THE TRADES OWNER'S FINANCIAL PLAYBOOK
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Why Most Owners Avoid Financial Reports

THE NUMBERS THAT KEEP YOU IN CONTROL

It’s not because they don’t care about their business. It’s because the reports don’t feel useful.

They’re often too complex to read quickly, too delayed to act on, and too disconnected from the real decisions

you’re making — like whether to hire, what to bid, or how to handle a slow month.

The goalisn’t more data. It’s the right data, in plain language, on a schedule that lets you actually use it.

The Core Numbers to Watch

There are a handful of metrics that provide most of the insight a trades
business owner actually needs. Here’s what they are, why they matter, and
what they tell you:

1. Cash Flow
Not just how much money you have right now. It’s about what’s coming in,
what’s going out, and when it’s happening.

This is the metric that explains why cash can feel tight even when revenue
looks strong. You might have $80K in receivables, but if payroll hits Friday
and those receivables don’t clear for two more weeks, you have a cash flow
problem, not a profitability problem.

What it tells you:
Whether you can make payroll, cover a material order, or handle an
unexpected expense... before it becomes a crisis.

2. Gross Profit Margin

This is revenue minus the direct cost of your jobs (labor, materials, subs), before overhead.

Target: 40-50% for most trades businesses. If this number is off, overhead and net profit will be off too. Fix this

before you try to fix anything else.

What it tells you:

Whether your jobs are healthy at the field level. This is the foundation everything else builds on.
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3. Labor Efficiency
Are your crews producing at the level your pricing assumes? Compare estimated labor hours to actual
labor hours across jobs.

If actuals consistently run 15-20% over estimates, your pricing model needs to be updated, or your
execution does.

What it tells you:
Whether the labor assumptions behind your bids match what’s actually happening in the field. This
gap explains more margin leaks than almost anything else.

4. Overhead Ratio
How much of your revenue is going toward running the business?

As you grow, overhead needs to remain under control. It’s common for overhead to creep up quietly as a
business adds headcount and expenses.

What it tells you:
Whether your business infrastructure is scaled appropriately to your revenue. High overhead relative
to revenue is a profitability ceiling.

5. Revenue Per Crew
How much revenue is each of your crews generating against what it costs to run them?

This metric helps you make smarter decisions about adding crews, restructuring teams, or evaluating
whether certain types of work justify the resources they consume.

What it tells you:
Whether your teams are generating enough output to justify their cost, and what productive capacity
looks like as you grow.

Easyas 1,2, 3...
You don’t need dozens of KPIs or a wall of dashboards.

You need a small set of numbers that:

o Reflect reality.
o Update consistently.

e Actually support the decisions you’re making week to week.

When those numbers are in front of you — clear, current, and accurate — you stop reacting and start steering.
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The Reality Most Owners Face

At some point, every growing business hits a wall.

It’s not that the owner isn’t capable. It’s that the business has grown beyond what one person can manage
while also running jobs, leading crews, handling customers, and chasing bids.

When that happens, the financial side of the business starts to fall behind, not because it’s unimportant, but
because there’s simply no time left for it.

The Risk of Staying in That Position

Financial visibility doesn’t just help you, it protects you.

When financial clarity lags:
e Decisions slow down or get made on bad data

Opportunities are missed because you don’t know if you can afford to say yes

Small problems become expensive ones because nobody caught them early

Tax surprises hit you at the end of the year

Growth stalls because you’re not sure what you can sustain

None of this happens because you’re careless. It happens because you’re overloaded. And the answer isn’t to
work harder. It’s to get the right support.

What You Actually Need

Not more spreadsheets. Not more evenings staring at QuickBooks.

You need reliable, consistent financial clarity delivered by someone who understands your business, so you can
focus on running it.

HOW BELAY HELPS

If you’re tired of figuring it out alone, BELAY provides financial clarity without the full-time burden, so you can
focus on running your business, not managing spreadsheets.

What It Looks Like

¢ Accurate, Timely Bookkeeping — Clean books that reflect what’s actually happening in your business. Not
last quarter. Now.

¢ Clear Financial Reporting — Understand your performance without digging through raw data. Reports that
actually make sense.

e Cash Flow Visibility — Know what’s coming in, what’s going out, and when. No more Friday surprises.

e Fractional Financial Support — From bookkeeping to CFO-level insight, BELAY has fully customizable
solutions based on what you actually need. No one-size-fits-all packages.

e Scalable Solutions — As your business grows, your financial support grows with you. No starting over.
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How It Works

We get to know
your needs.

We identify your
solution.

You meet your
team.

We get you up
and running.

You scale your
business with
confidence.

Not just your
numbers... your
people, your
systems, your
goals.

Bookkeeping?
Payroll? Tax
Services?
Everything you
need, nothing
you don't.

Experienced,
U.S.-based
Financial Experts
with the
expertise you
deserve.

Tools. Systems.

Data integration.

Nothing falls
through the
cracks.

Lead with clarity.

Trust your data.
Focus on what
matters most.

On the Job Site: Luke’s Story

Luke Canup is the president of Covered and Clad, a commercial flooring and wall finishes

company based just outside Atlanta. Even with years of industry experience, launching a new

business meant juggling operations, vendors, and financials, all while trying to grow.

Instead of hiring full-time staff early and taking a hit to his overhead, Luke turned to BELAY

for support and hired a fractional bookkeeper.

“I' haven’t been involved in the accounting side before, other than from a high level,” Luke

explained. “So having somebody that already had that expertise was huge.”

The result? Within the first six months, Luke was getting accurate, timely financial reports

that gave him the data he needed to lead his business with confidence.

“I thought all that was going to rely on me,” Luke remembered. “And if it's relying on me, |

wouldn't get around to it.”
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Final Thoughts

You started this guide the same way most trades owners start every week.
Busy. Behind. Wondering why the money never quite matches the momentum.

That feeling isn't a character flaw. It's not laziness, and it's not bad luck. It's what happens when a skilled
operator is running a growing business without the financial visibility to match.

You know how to do the work. You know how to run a crew. What's been missing is a clear picture of what's
actually happening inside the numbers.

That's what this guide was built to give you.

Every insight comes back to the same truth: the gap between "we're slammed" and "we're profitable" isn't
closed by working more hours or winning more jobs. It's closed by understanding where your money actually
goes, which jobs are actually working, and what your cash position actually looks like.

When those things are clear:
e The guesswork comes out of pricing.
e The surprises come out of cash flow.
e The stress comes out of growth.
e The work you're already doing starts paying you what it should.

So if you're still busy, still grinding, and still wondering why it doesn't feel like enough, the answer isn't more
jobs. It's better visibility into the ones you already have.

You don't need to become a financial expert.
You don't need to spend your evenings in spreadsheets.

You just need the right support in place so that side of the business runs the way the rest of it does: with
discipline, with clarity, and with someone who actually knows what they're doing.

Ready to get the support you need to scale?

Schedule a call today and get matched with a financial

solution built for your unique needs.
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