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15 Essential Questions to Ask Before Hiring Any 
Contractor: The Ultimate Vetting Checklist 

Most home renovation horror stories start the same way. Someone picked a contractor without asking enough questions. A dream 

project turned into months of stress, unexpected costs and work that had to be redone. This guide exists so that doesn't happen to 

you. 

The Home Renovation Vetting Process: Why It's the Best 
Investment You'll Make 

That low bid is tempting. We get it. The problem with hiring a general contractor based on price alone is that you usually find out 

what you missed after the contract is signed. But the contractor who comes in 20% cheaper than everyone else usually has a reason 

for it, and you'll find out what that reason is halfway through your project, when it's too late to do much about it. 


Vetting a contractor properly isn't about being paranoid. It's just smart. Think of these questions as a filter. They weed out the ones 

who'll leave you scrambling and surface the ones worth trusting with your home. Any contractor worth hiring will have no problem 

answering every single one of them. 


Here are the 15 most important questions to ask before hiring a contractor, and what the answers should tell you. 
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The "Must-Ask" Legal and Financial Questions 

Are You Licensed, Bonded and Insured for This Specific Work? 

This is non-negotiable. Most states provide online portals for contractor license verification, often allowing quick checks. A license 

tells you the contractor has met your state's minimum requirements to do the work legally. But licensing alone isn't enough. 


There are two types of insurance you need to verify: 

01
General liability insurance

Covers damage to your property if something goes wrong during the project. If a worker accidentally takes out a 

load-bearing wall, this is what pays for it. 

02
Workers' compensation insurance

Covers the workers themselves if someone gets injured on your property. Without it, you could be held 

financially responsible for a worker's medical bills. 

Ask for certificates of insurance, not just their word for it. Then call the insurance company directly to confirm the policy is active. 

Will You Obtain All the Necessary Permits?

Be cautious if a contractor asks you to pull the permits yourself. This is a common tactic and it matters more than most homeowners 

realize: 

Pulling your own permits means taking on legal responsibility for the work being done correctly. 

If the project fails inspection or causes damage later, you have limited recourse against the contractor.

Unpermitted work can complicate your homeowner's insurance and create serious obstacles when selling your home. 

Skipping building permits might save a week upfront and cost you your home's resale value later. 
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What Is the Proposed Payment Schedule?

A payment schedule tells you a lot about how a contractor operates. 


Most reputable contractors follow what's commonly called the 10% rule: the deposit should not exceed 10% of the total project cost, 

or $1,000, whichever is lower. Some states, like California, have actually made this a legal requirement. 


Here are the payment red flags to watch for: 

Any request for more than 30% to 40% of the total cost before work begins. 

Pressure to pay in cash with no written documentation. 

A payment schedule that isn't tied to specific stages of completed work. 

Evaluating Experience and Past Performance 

How Many Projects Like This Have You Completed in the Last Year? 

A contractor with 15 years in business sounds impressive until you realize their experience is mostly commercial work and yours is a 

historic home restoration. Experience has to be relevant to matter. 


Ask them to get specific. Not "we do this kind of work all the time," but actual numbers. How many similar projects in the last 12 

months? What were the scopes? What were the outcomes? 


The distinction between general and specialty knowledge shows up in the details. A specialist knows which problems to anticipate 

before they happen. A generalist figures it out as they go, usually on your dime.
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Can I Speak With Three Recent Clients and Visit an Active Job Site? 

When you visit a job site, here is what you are actually looking for: 

Cleanliness and organization
A chaotic, cluttered site isn't just an eyesore. It signals poor management and creates safety risks. 

Safety practices
Are workers wearing appropriate protective gear? Is the site reasonably secured? How a crew behaves when no 

one is evaluating them tells you a lot. 

Crew professionalism
Are people focused and working, or does it feel disorganized and unclear who is in charge? 

When you call those references, don't just ask if they were happy. Ask if the project came in on budget, whether the timeline was 

accurate, and whether they would hire this contractor again without hesitation. 

Managing the Logistics and the Job Site 

Who Will Be On-Site Every Day, and How Will We Communicate? 

Ask whether there will be a dedicated project manager or foreman on-site daily and how decisions get made if something 

unexpected comes up. 


Then establish a real communication plan: 

Who do you call or text with questions or concerns?

What is a reasonable response time during business hours? 

How will you be kept informed of progress, delays or changes? 

A contractor with a clear, confident answer to these questions has managed enough jobs to know how quickly communication 

breakdowns become expensive. That clarity is a good sign. 
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Will You Be Using Subcontractors?

Subcontractors handle specialized trades like electrical, plumbing and HVAC, and most general contractors rely on them. That is 

standard practice. What isn't standard is hiring subs without proper vetting and then treating their work as someone else's problem. 


Ask your contractor how they select the subcontractors they use. Do they carry their own licensing and insurance? Are these 

established relationships or whoever happens to be available that week? 


Your contract is with the general contractor. If a subcontractor does poor work or causes damage, that responsibility runs back to 

the GC. A good contractor owns that and will tell you so directly. 

What Is the Daily Schedule and End-of-Day Cleanup Routine? 

Renovations are inherently disruptive. How disruptive is largely determined by whether ground rules were established at the start or 

left vague until frustration boiled over. Cover these basics before day one: 

Work hours

Know when the crew arrives and when they leave. Your neighbors and your own schedule both depend on this. 

Parking and staging

Figure out where vehicles and materials will go, especially if you live in a tight neighborhood or an HOA community. 

Dust and debris management.

Will containment barriers be used? How frequently is waste removed from the property? 
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Protecting Your Project from the Unexpected

How Do You Handle Change Orders? 

A change order is a written, signed document that records any deviation from the original scope of work, along with the updated 

cost and timeline. 


Here is how costs spiral without a written change order process: A contractor mentions offhand that there's an issue behind the wall 

and they'll need to do a bit more work. You say fine. Three weeks later, that conversation has turned into thousands of dollars added 

to your final bill, with no documentation of what was agreed to or when. 


Before signing any contract, confirm: 

Every change to scope, cost or project timeline must be documented in writing before the work begins. 

Both parties sign off on each change order. 

Verbal agreements do not count, no matter how minor they seem. 

What Is the Warranty on Your Workmanship and the 
Materials? 

A manufacturer's warranty covers the products themselves, things like your roofing materials, flooring, windows or appliances. This 

warranty is set by the company that made the product and has nothing to do with how it was installed. 


A workmanship warranty covers the quality of the installation. If your tile is cracking because it wasn't laid correctly, that's an 

installation issue and the manufacturer owes you nothing. Your contractor does. 


Before signing anything, confirm: 

The length and specific coverage of the workmanship warranty. 

That it is documented in writing within the contract itself.

What the process looks like if you need to make a claim after the project wraps. 
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Red Flags to Watch For During the Interview

Watch out for any of the following: 

Insists on cash-only payments. No paper trail means no accountability.

Pressures you to sign quickly. Urgency is a sales tactic, not a scheduling reality. 

Can't produce a license or insurance certificate on the spot. If they don't have it ready, assume they don't have it. 

Offers a verbal contract or resists putting things in writing. If it isn't written, it isn't real. 

The bid is dramatically lower than every other quote. There's always a reason. 

Vague answers about subcontractors, timelines or permits. Vagueness at the quote stage becomes a problem at every 

stage after. 

No physical business address or online presence. A legitimate operation leaves a footprint. 

Asks you to pull your own permits. This one is covered earlier in this guide for good reason. 

Making the Final Decision

Use these contractor interview questions to go beyond the portfolio and find out how they actually operate day to day. By the time 

you've worked through the questions, you'll know exactly who you're dealing with. The contractor who answered everything directly, 

showed up prepared and never flinched at the hard questions is your person. 


When you're ready to find vetted professionals, start at Contractors.com. The screening is already done. You just have to show up 

prepared, and now you are. 
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