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The Wyatt
Brothers

Started
in Their

Basement
But That Is
Not Where

They Stayed
How did the brothers get from that
basement to here? They had to
accomplish an even greater dis-
tance than most. Though they had

By Michael J. Major

When Richard and Wes Wyatt graduated from college in 1970, Richard had
a degree in pre-law and Wes in business. “Neither of us thought about going
into the wall and ceiling business at that time,” Richard Wyatt recalls, “We
both had different plans.”

But fate dictated otherwise. The brothers’ father, who had been in this
trade, died in that year. There wasn’t the direct connection of the sons taking
over the father’s business, for the latter had brought his business to a close
two and a half years earlier. But a carpenter who had worked with the elder
Wyatt had some demountable partitions he wanted installed and asked the
brothers if they would help. “Wes and I thought we might give that a try,”
says Wyatt. “We weren’t doing anything else and thought, ‘What the heck;
we have nothing to lose.’”

And, everything to gain. The two brothers began, by themselves, literally
out of their basement. Now, according to Engineering News Record, they
are ranked 11th in the top 20 of companies with annual revenues ranging
from $12 million to $80 million. Wyatt says the annual revenues of Wyatt
Incorporated, which is based in Pittsburgh, exceed $30 million. The number
of employees has grown from the two brothers to about 400 today.

worked for their father during their summer vacationswhen they were
younger, it was along the lines of demolition and sweeping the floor, Wyatt
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never really worked on a job. I couldn’t hang a sheet of
drywall.”

Unlike most contractors, the brothers did not grow up
learning a trade or spending many years working in the
field before starting their own businesses. The Wyatts This is not to say
came to the field virtually from the outside. The brothers that the broth-

started doing demountable partitions and access floor- e r ' s  b u s i n e s s
ing, then gradually grew from there to drywall and plas- didn't grow. In

ter walls, acoustical ceilings, floors, architectural mill-
work. fireproofing and related work.

But when they started their own business, they didn’t
start with their own base of technical skills. “We studied
the business and tried to learn what we could,” Wyatt
says. “Initially we subcontracted the drywall and plaster,
and literally went to gypsum companies to get their dry-
wall manuals to study them.”

But working from a base of ignorance was not as big
a drawback as it might first appear. “I think it helped us

from the unhappy experiences of their many competitors
who had bitten off more than they could chew and so lost
credibility.

the early 1980s, they expanded from their home base in
Pittsburgh to open another center in Philadelphia.
They’ve done the whole spectrum of work, from hospi-
tals, prisons, shopping malls and airports to high rise
office buildings. By the late 1980s, they had three 50-
story high rise buildings contracted at the same time.
Now the company might be working at 50 building sites
at the same time.

But the growth has always been based upon the broth-
ers taking only those jobs on which they knew they

The two brothers began, by themselves, literally out of their
basement. Now, according to Engineering News Record,
they are ranked 11th in the top 20 of companies with annual
revenues ranging from $12 million to $80 million.

that we didn’t know how to do this or that, for we also
didn’t know that we cou ldn ’ t  do this or that. We
approached it differently. We were just willing to try dif-
ferent things. When you work in a particular trade for a
long time. it’s easy to get stuck in your ways and become
afraid of change.”

On the other hand, the brothers brought a business
perspective. “We understood the financial and business
side, the cost of capital, insurance, investments, the
types of things applicable to any business.” Wyatt says,

This objective business dimension is one often lack-
ing in the contractor trades, explains Wyatt. “You find a
lot of failures in the construction industry because the
owner might be the best mechanic around, but just does-
n’t have the business background. Construction has one
of the highest failure rates of any business. I remember
talking to a fellow about this once, and he had saved a
phone book from 10 years earlier. ‘Look and see how
many names are not there anymore,’ he said. My point
was that it’s often too easy to become a contractor, usu-
ally not even requiring a license. Just put your name in
the phone book and go from there.”

The company, Wyatt says, “had relatively steady
growth, but we tried to be cautious and not grow too
quickly, to have a solid upward trend, but not take on a
job we couldn’t handle.” In this the brothers learned

could deliver, Not only that, but from the very start they
were very careful about which jobs they took; they also
didn’t hesitate to turn down jobs that didn’t meet their
criteria. “Unfortunately, all too many contractors look at
how big the job is and how much they think they are
going to make,” Wyatt says. “It doesn’t help to have
what looks like a nice margin on a project and then not
get paid.”

Wyatt says, “We look carefully at how the project is
financed, where the funding is coming from, and the
general contractors, the engineer and the architects
involved.”

In addition, explains Wyatt, “Everybody pays lip ser-
vice to trying to get things done on time and within bud-
get. But we really do it. Furthermore, we try to get
involved in the process early, for there are many things
we can offer the owner, developer and contractor in
terms of preconstruction services, value engineering and
budgeting. Having been in the interior business for so
long, there is much we can bring to the attention of the
owner, designer or general contractor in terms of struc-
tures, function or design. We’re also often asked to
review plans early. If a client has the need for a particu-
lar type of ceiling but has a budget problem, we can pro-
vide different applications, different solutions.”

Wyatt believes in strategic planning, short-term for
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the coming nine to 12 months, and long-term to four
years. “We think about different geographical markets,
areas we need to strengthen and look at the various
school, hospital, office and other markets to see where
we should shift our forces.” Wyatt says. “If you’re just
doing office work now, you’re having a tough time.”

A key way the
company  mar -
kets its services
is through what

Wyatt calls a 20-page capabilities brochure, which lists
clients and the jobs that can be performed. The brochure
is not mass mailed but given only to existing and

takes small jobs. Many times Wyatt himself serves as the
prime contractor or construction manager.

“We’re very proud of our bonding capacity,” Wyatt
says. “The bonding company is basically an insurance
company that insures you based on its belief that you
will complete the project based on your past record and
financial soundness.” Wyatt says the premium for the
bond averages 1 percent of the project, and sometimes,
once clients find out Wyatt qualifies for a bond, they
waive it and thus save the expense of the premium. If
they do purchase the bond, Wyatt’s good record and
financial strength makes the premium the owner would
pay less than it might be otherwise.

Competition has gotten much tougher during the past

The Wyatt brothers� company had relatively steady growth, but
they tried to be cautious and not grow too quickly, to have a
solid upward trend, but not take on a job they couldn�t handle.

prospective clients. Being such a large company, Wyatt
is able to to offer more manpower, resources and ser-
vices than most of the competition in the area. But it also

26 December 1995/Construction Dimensions

five years or so, Wyatt says. “Businesses really do have
to become slimmer and more efficient,” he explains.
“The buyers of construction are very sophisticated. They
are feeling margin pressure, and it continues down the
food chain.” One way of dealing with this, says Wyatt, is
by empowering employees more and more, giving them
more responsibility. “The more they do with it, the more
they earn and the more responsibility they are given,” he
says. “We’re not dealing just with people in the office.
It’s one thing to run a manufacturing plant, which you
can oversee. But our plant is out on up to 50 building
sites at one time, so you have to give your people the
power and let them run with the ball.”

For its employees, the company offers and encour-
ages ongoing training and pays for trips to various semi-
nars or for an employees’s academic degree. Wyatt is
also working with the University of Pittsburgh to im-
prove the curriculum, so courses expand from basic
engineering to incorporate more practical matters such
as project management and estimating.

Of his 15-year
membership in
The Association
of the Wall and

Ceiling Industries—International, Wyatt says, “We
think the companies that belong to AWCI tend to be the
better companies, and construction buyers are well
advised to use the association as a buying guide. AWCI
offers a whole host of services and presents a good
image to the outside world, so it should be supported.”

Both brothers are married and have two children.
Richard, 49, has two daughters, ages 16 and 13, while
Wes, 47, has two boys, ages 17 and 14. Richard



describes them both as being one-time workaholics, but now, because they’ve
surrounded themselves with good people, they have more time for their family
and leisure. Both enjoy golf.

The brothers tend to split the business in two in terms of their involvement:
Richard, the more reserved, handles the financial side, and Wes, the more out-

�Many brothers don�t talk to each other
after being in the same business for a
few years, but after 25 years in business
together we�re still best of friends. I don�t
believe either of us alone could do as
well as both of us together have done.�

�Richard Wyatt

going, the marketing. “Our personalities fit our roles,” Richard says. “Many
brothers don’t talk to each other after being in the same business for a few
years, but after 25 years in business together we’re still the best of friends. I
don’t believe either of us alone could do as well as both of us have done
together. We both have the same goal, and though we may choose very differ-
ent paths to get there, by the end of the day we’ve come to the same place.” C D
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