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Finish Strong: The Gontractor’s Playhook for
Managing Gustomer Expectations

Insights from the RCA Annual Conference
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In construction and retail development,
surprises are inevitable. A permit delay.

A subcontractor issue. A last-minute design change.
The difference between a stressful project and a
successful one often comes down to one thing:
how well expectations are managed.

At the recent RCA Annual Conference, contractors
and retailers gathered for a candid roundtable discussion
on lessons learned in the field. The conversation
surfaced a clear theme: strong communication and
accountability are the keys to keeping customers
confident—even when challenges arise.

Start by setting the tone early.
Expectation management begins long before the
first wall goes up. Several contractors emphasized
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the importance of establishing communication
protocols during the pre-construction phase. Clients
should know how often they will receive updates, who
their point of contact is, and what kind of reporting
or technology—such as jobsite cameras or digital
progress updates—they can expect. Clear structure
builds trust and prevents confusion later in the project.

Acknowledge issues quickly—even if you
don’t have the answer yet.

One of the most repeated pieces of advice from the
roundtable was simple: don’t guess, and don’t go
silent. When a client reaches out with a concern,
the worst response is no response. Contractors
noted that most customers understand that
problems can’t always be solved instantly. What

they want is acknowledgment. A quick message
such as “I'm working on it and will follow up
soon” can go a long way in lowering stress and
maintaining confidence.

Remember that construction is a
relationship business.
Technology has made project communication
constant. Between texts, emails, and real-time
reporting tools, contractors are often reachable far
beyond traditional business hours. While that can
be challenging, many conference participants noted
that strong human relationships still matter most.
Clients want to feel that their contractor cares about
the outcome as much as they do—and that their
(Continued on page 2)
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concerns are being taken seriously. Respect,
responsiveness, and transparency remain the
most valuable tools in the jobsite toolbox.

Prepare for the unexpected.

The stories shared at the conference made one
thing clear: unexpected events are part of the
industry. Participants recounted projects delayed
by everything from environmental discoveries to
major system failures. While contractors can’t
control every surprise, they can control how
quickly they communicate the issue, document
approvals, and work with partners to adjust
timelines and budgets.

Finish strong.

That’s what clients remember.

Perhaps the most memorable advice from the
conference was a simple but powerful reminder:
“We’re always the favorite until we’re not—so
finish strong.” Even projects with bumps along
the way can leave clients satisfied if contractors
remain responsive, accountable, and focused on

delivering the final result. In the end, clients often For contractors and retailers alike, the takeaway is clear. Managing expectations isn’t just about
remember how a project concludes more than the avoiding problems—it’s about building trust, communicating honestly, and ensuring that every project
obstacles encountered along the way. ends on a high note.
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President’s Message

Justin Elder, President, Elder-Jones, Inc.

It always amazes me how quickly time flies
after the annual meeting each year, and now
suddenly we find ourselves amid summer. It's
certainly one of the busier times of the year. Not
just busy bidding and managing projects but
also trying to balance that work with the glorious
days of summer. These beautiful days bring kids’
summer vacations, and we try to fit in as much with
them as we can before time once again flies by
and they’re all grown up. Or time flies by and you
let relationships with friends or family weaken, telling yourself you’ll ‘do
something with them soon’.

Many of us in this industry get lost in the whirlwind of fast-paced retail
construction, deadline after deadline, rollout after rollout, and you think that
one day you’ll get all caught up... maybe when that 20-store remodel rollout
is over. You think to yourself that you'll finally take that day off to take your
kid to the lake, or to the park, or to
do whatever it is they’d like to do
with you. Or to spend more time with
friends, or your significant other...
whatever it is for you. But here | am
25 years later, and | can tell you that
it turns out you never catch up —it’s
always something!

The good thing is, somewhere
late in these 25 years, | learned that
there can be a fix. You just have
to stop and be mindful of your

Justin Elder

One great
way to find a
balance of work
and fun is to
attend one of
RCA's upcoming

priorities. Be purposeful with your reg ion a |
life outside of work this summer. Be .
present. The work we do is important networkin g
and it is work we should be proud of. .

Our customers and their store teams meetl I’]gS.

rely on us to do what we say we’ll do

and to finish projects when we say we will for the price we’ve agreed to. This
all sounds relatively simple but we all know it’s not. We must deliver these
things without compromise, and we have to do them exceptionally well.

Our customers hire us precisely because our job isn’t easy. If it were,
they would do it themselves. However, we’re all people who need balance;
we need to be able to do the things we enjoy in life, and that usually means
at least a handful of things outside of our profession. We need to spend
meaningful time with the people we care about most. It's not just
important, it’s critical. A person who disciplines themselves to maintain this
balance will be happier and more successful, both at work and at home.

One great way to find a balance of work and fun is to attend one of
RCA's upcoming regional networking meetings. We've already had a few
very successful and well-attended meetups this year, and the schedule will
continue with monthly events through the summer and into fall. We’ll be in
Chicago in July, Orlando in August, Minneapolis in September, and back to
Atlanta in October! Check out the RCA website for more details and watch
for registration information in your inbox. These meetings are a great way
to build relationships and learn from your peers. We hope to see you at an
event this summer!
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Visit retailcontractors.org to view the profile of each RCA member company.
Click on “Find a Contractor” on the home page to search the member list.
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From Leadership to Lahor:

Takeaways from the 2026 RCA Annual Gonference

Retail construction leaders from across
the country gathered March 6-8 at the Gaylord
National Resort & Convention Center in
National Harbor, Maryland, for the RCA Annual
Conference—three days of conversations

on leadership, workforce challenges,
economic trends, and the policies shaping

the construction industry.

The conference combined networking and
candid discussions about the forces affecting
retail construction today—from labor shortages
and rising costs to shifting regulations and
economic uncertainty.

Opening keynote speaker Henna Pryor,
PCC, author, workplace performance
expert and CGEO of Pryority Group, focused
on leadership under pressure. Her message
centered on the difference between “leading
from clarity” and “leading from clench”—a
mindset contractors know well in an industry
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driven by tight schedules, complex logistics, and
demanding clients.

Workforce retention and commitment
expert Joe Mull addressed one of the
construction industry’s most persistent
challenges: attracting and keeping skilled
employees. Mull argued that what has often
been labeled the “Great Resignation” is actually
a “Great Upgrade,” where workers are moving
to jobs that offer better conditions and quality
of life.

Economist Dr. Anirban Basu, Chairman
& CEO of Sage Policy Group, Inc., delivered
the conference’s economic update, weaving
insights together with references to Sylvester
Stallone movies for a memorable presentation.

Another session turned the spotlight on
government policy. Alex Etchen, Vice President
of Government Relations, Associated
General Contractors (AGC) of America,
walked attendees through the legislative and
regulatory issues affecting construction.

The conference included ample opportunities
for networking and making connections, including
a welcome reception, an offsite dinner reception
at Bobby McKeys, a dueling piano bar, and a
casual morning of golf at Top Golf.
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