
Changeover
to a Systems Contractor

This New England Contractor Has Made

a Successful Diversification Shift

The first year Harry Carr spent in
the family wall and ceiling business
he was more impressed with what a
goodsalesman can’t do than what he
can do.

As the company’s outside sales-
man, Harry learned that in Rhode
Island — as elsewhere — even the
finest of selling talents can’t move a
poor product. And by his own ad-
mission, at the time Harry was trying
mightily to sell a manufacturer’s pro-
duct that should have remained in
the research stage.

It was a brutal lesson well learned
and never forgotten. Today, the 39-
year-old Carr is president of H. Carr
& Sons, Inc., in Providence, a $6-
million a year, diversified wall and
ceiling firm with one of the finest
reputations in the New England area.

The reputation didn’t come quickly
or haphazardly. It started in 1929
when the late Harry Carr walked
away from his job as plastering esti-
mator and superintendent for another
contractor and opened up his own
commercial/industrial company.
Within two years, his son, James, an
engineering graduate of the Univer-
sity of Rhode Island, and his son-in-
law, Vincent Hindley, also an engi-
neering graduate, joined the firm.

All three men worked with the
tools throughout the depression, turn-
ing to the inside work only in the 40s.
By then the reputation of the H. Carr
firm was well established in lathing
andplastering work. Diversification
began in the late 50s, and then be-
came a fu l l -b lown management
philosophy in the 60s under the care-
ful guidance of Jim Carr and Hindley.

By that time, Harry had completed
his year of outside selling and in 1962
went into the field to run the com-
pany's outside work. It’s been a delib-
erately paced, profitable climb ever
since, with Harry emphasizing the
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systems approach as soon as he’d
earned a management voice.

Born in Providence, the son of
James L. Carr, now chairman of the
board, and the late Dorothy Sullivan
Carr, Harry graduated from Paw-
t u c k e t  W e s t  H i g h  S c h o o l  a n d
attended the University of Rhode
Island, and Elon College, in North
Carolina.

Starting at age 15, he worked sum-
mers as a plastering apprentice, yet
still found time for basketball and
sailing. As a competitive sailing
enthusiast, Harry has skippered such
internationally renowned events as
the Newport-to-Bermuda Race, the
World Championships in Australia
in 1978, and the Olympic finals in
1964.

He’s also skippered some eight
South Ocean Racing Competition
(SORC) events, as well as a number

of North American sailing competi-
tions.

Harry was 21 when he joined the
family business on a full-time, career
oriented basis. After a year of selling
and seven years of field work, he
came inside and by 1974 assumed
the presidency of the firm.

His brother, James, Jr., a graduate
of Worcester Poly Tech, is also a
partner in the business.

Under Harry’s steady leadership
the company has continued to diver-
sify — and to battle the old image of
the H. Carr & Sons as strictly a one-
service plastering firm. To do this,
the company is one of  the few
specialty contractors in the country
to conduct a regular advertising pro-
gram in its local newspaper.

Besides his company responsibili-
ties, Harry is a member of iaWCC/
GDCI, on the Advisory Board of the

Occupational Safety and Health
Administration, a trustee in the Indus-
try Advancement Fund, Past Presi-
dent of the American Subcontractors
Association of Rhode Island, the
YMCA, and the United Fund.

He and his wife, the former Jean
O’Neill, of Attleboro, are the parents
of a 10-year-old daughter, Wendy.
Their home is located next to the
fairways of the Wannamoisett Coun-
try Club where Harry and Jean are
members and avid golfers.

Every day is a busy day for a wall
and ceiling contractor. But Harry
Carr showed that he can scissor in a
two-hour magazine interview with
CONSTRUCTION DIMENSIONS
and then pick up his schedule again
without a miss in the process called
“management.” Following is two
hours of Harry Carr unexpurgated.

DIMENSIONS: As one who came
up via the sales route, would that
make you what the industry calls a
‘selling contractor?’

CARR: I hope not. As I mentioned,
the first year with the company I was
selling and the product line wasn’t
all that good even if it was new. I
learned that however good a sales-
man you are you can’t sell bum pro-
ducts — or bad work.

I’ve strived to avoid both ever
since. That year taught me how to
take advantage of what a good sales-
man has to offer and to empathize
with the salesman’s job, too.

DIMENSIONS: Many industry ex-
perts, though, feel that selling is the
route of the future. That’s surprising
that you put salesmanship so low in
view of your own experience.

CARR: We’re right at the ratio I
want us to be 75% of our work is
strictly bid. I realize many contract-
ors want a ratio of 60% negotiated
work and 40% bid. I don’t; I want the
reverse.

DIMENSIONS: Why?
CARR: This is a competitive busi-

n e s s  w e ’ r e  a  s e r v i c e ,  l a b o r
actually, industry and to achieve
longevity you simply have to remain
competitive.

With negotiated work, you can’t
do that. When a job is sold everyone
in the company knows it . . . the
management, the supervision, the
mechanics. As a result they tend to
let down on the job. It’s a natural
thing — and once you lose that com-
petitive edge in a company it’s in-
credibly difficult to get it back.

DIMENSIONS: But don’t many of
your customers come hack? As re-
peat customers isn’t there consider-
able advantage to you as a known
quality?

CARR: Yes, but nothing is all
advantage. The disadvantage in
repeat customers is that they expect
more and more from you for less and
less. With negotiated work as well as
repeat negotiated work, you put too
many eggs in one basket.

And, let’s face it, when times get
tough that “good ole boy” relation-
ship ends quickly.

DIMENSIONS: How about the
trusted customer who just wants you
to do the work and doesn’t even ask
for your price?

CARR: Then I think of Rule One:
Beware of the customer who doesn’t
ask for a price.

Continued on next page
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CARR From page 13

DIMENSIONS: Yet the range of
your company’s services indicates
that you can handle entire systems,
not just bits and pieces. That must
make you very attractive to cus-
tomers who want to package jobs.
How did you manage to achieve such
a wide range of diversification so
quickly?

CARR: It’s true that we’re able to
bid an entire job and do it. We sought
this capability when we started to
diversify.

I’d have to say that we really got
the big shot at diversifying when we
took on a major renovation project
for an entire IBM branch facility here.
We bid the entire job and did it with
our own workforce, subbing out only
the electrical and the mechanical.

DIMENSIONS: How do you han-
dle such touchy problems as bidding
major jobs directly and bidding to
old customers?

CARR: We just don’t bid against
customers. We can’t very well ask a
customer to help us and then go out
and bid against him on the next jobs.

We take turnkey jobs outside our
own immediate primary marketing
areas and avoid jobs where a cus-
tomer of ours is going for it.

DIMENSIONS: The IBM renova-
tion job is an indication, many say,
of where future work prospects will
be: renovation and retrofit. Do you
agree with that assessment?
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CARR: For the most part, yes.
With the fuel crunch and the need
for most major cities to modernize
the market has to expand.

Here in the Northeast, the federal
government improved the potential
with the 10% tax credit on buildings
20 years or older. The older areas
will definitely be helped by the credits
because a profitable company can
finance virtually the entire renovation
cost.

DIMENSIONS: Have you felt any
repercussions from the fuel situation?

CARR: We’ve felt it a bit. The
retrofit market is moving fast and
you’ll have to keep a careful watch
on it.

This company is in place and ready
to go. I feel that of any company in
Rhode Island we’re best known for
our flexibility, our diversification, and
our ability to do the entire job — and
that includes design and build, too.

DIMENSIONS: That market
awareness is largely attributable to
your promotion planning and adver-
tising, is that right?

CARR: We have now the image
we wanted. Our primary task was to
eliminate our reputation as only lath-
ing and plastering. Our advertising
has helped to achieve this changeover

as we’ve backed up our claims
with quality work. Now, our competi-
tion is starting to advertise and pro-
mote.

DIMENSIONS: How about insula-
tion? Do you see that as a viable
market for wall and ceiling contract-
ors?

CARR: We, of course, install insu-
lation. But I won’t invest all that much
to develop it as my market, because
I just don’t feel I can compete effec-
tively with the pickup truck operator.

DIMENSIONS: What’s the basis
of your lack of enthusiasm for insula-
tion?

CARR: A legitimate contractor
can’t compete effectively on an unfin-
ished product — such as insulation.
Residentially, the market has pretty
much gone to the aluminum siding
contractor.

In the commercial area, any dry-
wall contractor is already in the insu-
lation business, especially where he
covers it. If a general contractor



wants to break out the insulation,
you can’t compete in unfinished
work. It’s low volume and high risk. I
just think my money is better invested
elsewhere.

DIMENSIONS: With a multi-
million dollar volume, how do you
handle the control and inflation
problem?

CARR: Well, as far as inflation is
concerned you do what you must:
plug in the expected increase, add
some for contingency and hope.
There’s no such thing as escalation,
and it’s very difficult to get compen-
sated even for justified cost increases.

DIMENSIONS: Some contractors
claim they back away from the long-
term job. Do you?

CARR: Construction is a risk. It
always has been, and it’s going to
remain one. You can’t stay away from
the long job because that’s construc-
tion.

DIMENSIONS: And control?
CARR: That’s the biggest problem

for a contractor today, no doubt

about it. Our system is manual. Our
foremen fill out weekly cost control
forms and these are assembled into
regular reports every Monday.

I’m growing increasingly dissatis-
fied with our system and we’re now
investigating more computer applica-
t ion.  We have our  payro l l  and
monthly reports on computer now,
but I foresee the need for faster, more
accurate job reporting.

DIMENSIONS: On another sub-
ject, Harry, as a member of OSHA’s
federal Advisory Board you must
have some feelings about OSHA’s
poor track record in the court
system?

CARR: Although some people
may think so, OSHA isn’t dead.
Naturally, there have been some
excesses, but anything that is still
law is alive.

There’s an absolute need for job
safety and if the situation had been
adequate there would have been no
OSHA. And as a member of the
Advisory Board, I’m a little closer
than most and, believe me, improve-
ments are being made.

DIMENSIONS: Bureau of Labor
statistics, though, show no measure-
able improvement in accidents or
death. The accusation is that OSHA
simply isn’t doing the job.

CARR: I disagree with the statis-
tical results. OSHA is doing the job.
As a teen-ager, I remember having
to go hand-over-hand on a pipe scaf-
fold. You wouldn’t dare try that non-
sense today.

From a judicial viewpoint, yes,
OSHA is improperly set up where it
inspects, fines, and judges, too. This
will be equaled out. But OSHA is
here to stay.

DIMENSIONS: What do you see
as OSHA’s major problems then?

CARR: The biggest right now are
the lack of an appropriate judicial
review mechanism and, of course,
incompetent inspectors. But these
problems are being worked on and
they will be corrected.

DIMENSIONS: With inflation, fuel
shortages, energy problems, what do
you see in the future for wall and
ceiling contractors?

CARR: I see bigger and better pos-
sibilities — for the alert contractor.

By that I mean a contractor must
look out for what makes his business.
A dentist looks after his tools; a
lawyer looks after his lawbooks. A
contractor should look after his man-
power . . . and he must constantly
go beyond mere contractual obliga-
tions.

Our industry — for better or worse
— doesn’t have a lot of reputation.
But the majority of contractors are
tough, fair businessmen. The process
weeds out the chiselers.

There’s a good future for any con-
tractor willing to make the com-
mitment.
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