
“Put together bid shopping with slow
payments, and you have a volatile in-

dustry,” says Garrett Wickham, chief
operating officer of Acoustic Ceiling &
Partition Co., Inc., Ann Arbor, Mich.

You don’t have to be a contractor work-

ing in Wickham’s geographical area to

know what he is talking about-he is
describing industry-wide problems. But

the problems are especially acute in his

area, especially for someone who has a

special focus on acoustical ceiling work.

“Where there used to be three to four
bidders on an acoustical drywaIl job,

now we see 10.” Wickham says. “The
biggest problem is bid shopping. I’ve

had to do it to get a job, but I do it be-

cause others are. So it’s like a vicious cir-

cle. And, in terms of getting margins

back up, not only for ourselves but for
the industry, I don’t see much change.”

Tough Competition
Another problems in the Detroit area,

Wickham says,“is that when times get

slow, carpenters and others who can’t get
work often open their own wall and
ceiling businesses. You can’t blame

them-they need to feed their fami-
lies-but they are often working out of

their garages and can give low bids. So

it’s an odd statistic that when the econ-

omy slows down, the competition
seems to grow.”

Another dynamic at work, Wickham

explains, is that previously, an estab-

lished company like his would do the
full range of work. Now the smaller,

one- or two-man operations go after the

smaller jobs, forcing the established

companies to focus on the larger jobs,

where the issue of bonding can divide

the professionals from the amateurs.
This, in turn, creates more competition

among the larger players.

Also, says Wickham, “Before, if you

could offer a variety of services, the en-

tire package as it were, you would tend
to get more work. Now, however, gen-

eral contracts like to break the bids

apart, so we have had to tighten the

numbers in each of our categories.”

Acoustic Ceiling & Partition, as its

name implies, has a special focus on

acoustic, along with drywall, but also
does metal framing, exterior light-gauge

framing and fireproofing.

Why They�re Different
So how does an established contractor

cope, especially with an acoustical appli-
cation which, as Wickham says, is a fairly

easy system to set up? “What sets us apart

is the quality of our work,” Wickham

says. “We try to keep certain crews of

people working just on acoustical. In-

stead of having everybody do everything,

we work to match up people in special-

ties, making the connection between

what people like to do and what they can

do best. The results show.”

The company has invested in laser lev-

els, the one tool that experienced con-
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tractors tend to have and beginners
don’t. Wickham believes that carrying

both Armstrong and USG products

and services is a plus. Also, he reports

that he houses about $60,000 worth of

inventory in his 16,000-square-foot

warehouse “so we don’t have to experi-
ence any down-time while waiting for

material.”

Wickham has found that the new, low-

bid small operator often “works cheap

but may not be able to finish the pro-

ject. Even though we may have been

second or third on the bid, we will be
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asked to come in and finish the job.

We’ve seen this happening more and

more in the last couple of years. It

probably happened on four jobs last

year. It’s not our favorite thing to do,
but we respond quickly and finish the

job right in the hopes that next time we

will be utilized right from the start.”

Another way Wickham stays competi-

tive in this smaller arena is through ne-
gotiated work for as little as $500 to
$1,000, such as for hospital mainte-

nance and office repair. “We’re willing

to do small jobs, often when a cus-

tomer needs very quick service, within

a day or two.” Wickham says. This

strategy allows the company to keep its
hand in on smaller work without losing

to the low bidder. In fact, this work
represents a good 20 percent of the

company’s revenues. Moreover, doing

small jobs quickly and efficiently for

large clients often leads to more jobs.

“Often, we’re asked to be general con-
tractor,” Wickham says. “We decline

on that because we don’t want to bite

the hands that feed us, so we refer the

job to a general contractor, with the

owner indicating that he wants us as

the wall and ceiling contractor.”

The only downside to this work, Wick-
ham says, is that it’s harder to run, tak-

ing more effort: You have to get to the

job, get it done and cleaned up within

a short time period. This work repre-

sents more than a loss leader, however.

“We make these negotiated jobs a little
higher profit to compensate for the

trouble, so they are profitable in their

own rights,” he explains.

Organized Efficiency
The quick response needed for this
work is accomplished mainly through

organization and efficiency. The com-

pany is union-employed, so addition-

al employees can be drawn from the

union hall if necessary. In addition,

the company does not resort to over-
time unless it’s a part of the contract.

“There is no big secret to it,” Wick-

ham says. “Other companies could

have done it, but we’ve found it has

worked for us.”

The company’s quick response reputa-
tion does not limit it to smaller jobs.

“This helps us be competitive with su-

perstores like Wal-Mart. Sometimes

we’re given two to three weeks to do the

entire store, and we’re able to get the

manpower and turn the work around
quickly,” says Wickham. “Time is of

the essence to many companies,

though they still want the quality and

the low price. You just have to keep

performing at your very top capacity.

We’ve found that owners or general

contractors don’t remember if you’ve
finished the job on time; they only re-

member you were late.”

The company also has implemented

another layer of quality control, which

helps differentiate it from the competi-

tion. For example, prior to the owner or

general contractor going out with a
punch list to see if the work is accept-

able, the company’s superintendent first

performs this same critical function.

“This way we make sure the work is ac-

ceptable before someone else tells us

something is wrong,” Wickham says.

“In the long run, it saves us money for

not having to go back and fix work that

should have been done right the first

time.” A final touch, Wickham adds, is

conscientiously doing a clean-up, which

leaves that last, good impression.

Although the nature of the business is

generally word-of-mouth advertising,

the company also has a brochure that

has been helpful for new clients. It lists

the company’s services as well as its sat-

isfied customers. A major project the
company has embarked upon is the

600,000-square-foot headquarters for

AAA Insurance.

Since increased competition keeps

profit margins down, the company,
Wickham says, works to “do a little
more volume, keep overhead to a min-

imum and be more efficient in opera-

tions.” What helps along these line is

the company’s safety programs, which

have resulted in a safety experience

modification rate of 0.68, which,
Wickham reports,“is one of the lowest

contractor rates in the area, the insur-

ance companies tell us.” All jobs are re-

searched and monitored for any type of

hazard that might be present, and safe-

ty meetings are held, not just generally,

but for each specific job.

Getting Paid
Turning to slow payments, a growing

problem these days, Wickham says that

now, as opposed to the past, lien rights

are implemented for each job. “The

construction industry has allowed own-
ers to hold retainers of 10 percent, but

that might be the profit margin,” he

says. Some subcontractors now wait

from six months to a year to get their

money out of a job.” Wickham is

working with a local contractors’ asso-

ciation for prompt payment laws.

And, while liens provide the leverage

for getting paid, Wickham also works

hard to get matters settled before litiga-

tion starts. “I don’t wait until the pay-
ment is 30 days late; I’ll start calling
right away,” Wickham says. “Simply by
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talking to the person you can get a

sense of when the money will be there

or if there will be a struggle. I’ll go

knocking on doors asking to get paid.
Working hard at collections is now just
a part of doing business.”

procedures. “Your bills have to go out

on time. If your deadline is the 25th of

the month and you’re late, your pay-

ment is extended another 30 days; you
have no one to blame but yourself We
sit down with all our estimators to

make sure all the jobs are being billed

Wickham also maintains tight internal on time. We might have 30 to 40 jobs,
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both large and small, going at the same

time, so we want to make sure that no

deadlines fall through the cracks.”

Company History
Acoustic Ceiling & Partition was

founded in 1985 by Garrett’s father,

Ralph Wickham, who now has 37

years in the business, and Dan Turvey,

who the senior Wickham bought out
in 1991. The company has grown

steadily every year-20 percent a year

or more during the early years, settling

down to about a 5 percent growth in

recent years. Last year’s revenues were

$7 million and are expected to be about

$7.5 million this year. A new branch
was opened in Columbus, Ohio, last

year. The business has about 10 per-

sonnel in the office and from 50 to 100

in the field.

The older Wickham is 61, and the

younger, 30.“My dad works on sales

and the direction of the company, and

I cover the general operations,” says

Garrett. “And the staff is a good mix of

the two generations, so we keep a good

mix of the old and new to meet the

challenges facing us today.”

Also helping the company meet this

challenge is The Association of the Wall

and Ceiling Industries—International.

“We find that AWCI is very helpful in

providing technical literature and ad-

vice,” Wickham says. “And by net-
working with the high caliber of con-
tractor who belongs to AWCI, we find

we have a number of allies who can

help us in the struggles ahead.”
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