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SOAP IS NOT AN OPERA:
How to Buy Cleaning Chemicals (Part Two)

  by Rick Meehan, Vice President of Marko Janitorial Supply,  
  www.MarkoInc.com

Last issue we discussed a bit of basic 
chemistry pertaining to cleaning detergents, 
the mechanics of soap making, the pH scale, 
how surface tension affects the cleaning 
process, and what it really means to “go 
green.” We began to dispel the misconceptions 
surrounding the soap-making industry. Now, 
let’s take a look at how to save megabucks 
when it comes to purchasing detergents for the 
cleaning contract.

DETERGENT CONCENTRATES
Since “going green” means more expense 

for everyone, it is important that cleaning 
contractors learn how to stretch their detergent 
dollars. The biggest savings will come from 
purchasing quality concentrates in bulk. Water, 
commonly known as “the universal solvent,” is 
a key ingredient – and a cost – in the making of 
detergents. While some water must be present, 

more water is an extra cost; 
purified water is not free. 

Production of concentrated detergents costs 
less than making those with low or nonexistent 
dilution rates, mainly because of packaging 
labor and materials. The increased labor of 
putting detergents in quart bottles versus 55 
gallon drums is astronomical. It takes ten 
times longer to pour a case of a dozen quarts 
as it does to pour 55 gallons into a drum. 

Oh, but what about automation? Sure, 
expensive filling machines can cut costs over 
time for packaging zillions of gallons. Not all 
manufacturers of quality detergents are large 
enough to support them though. Let’s look at 
some real figures:

EXAMPLE: A gallon of a quality concentrated 
degreaser currently runs about $13, having 
a proven dilution ratio that works for the 

TIP:    AVOID USING HOUSEHOLD BLEACH AND AMMONIA  
AS CLEANING DETERGENT REPLACEMENTS 

Bleach and ammonia have been prime chemicals 
used by the cleaning industry since the Industrial 
Revolution. They’re cheap, at least in their undiluted 
form. Cheap does not mean clean however. Sure, 
both chemicals are stout and will clean stuff, but are 
they a good way to cut cleaning costs? Let’s look at 
some of the pros and cons: 

CONS: 
1. Bleach and ammonia are dangerous and 

hazardous. Thinking of “going green?” Forget it with 
these chemicals. Both are heavy disinfectants used 
in water purification and waste treatment facilities. 
They eliminate creatures from the water supply – 
including fish. 

2. These chemicals contain no detergents, so 
improving the wettability of the mopping solution is 
limited. Dirt simply falls back to the surface even as 
you mop. (See article, “Soap is Not an Opera” for 
more information.) 

3. They both burn skin and damage incompatible 

surfaces like waxed floors. 
4. Neither is very dilutable for cleaning purposes, 

which means greater chemical costs. 
5. There are certainly a few surfaces that 

respond well to bleach or ammonia, but I can’t think 
of any. Both chemicals put wear and tear on most 
types of surfaces. 

6. The two products accidently mixed together 
will give off toxic chloramine fumes and kill you. 

PROS: 
1. Bleach takes out some stains from some 

surfaces, mainly fabrics. 
2. Ammonia makes an okay glass cleaner if you 

can stand the smell. 
By employing Benjamin Franklin’s method of 

decision-making, we see that the cons outweigh 
the pros. Don’t use these chemicals to replace 
detergent cleaners unless you want to pay more to 
get less cleaning done, plus add to your liability on 
the job.
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job at the rate of one part degreaser to 64 
parts water. A gallon of “use-as-is” degreaser 
costs around $8 and will do the job too. How 
much is the real cost per square foot for each 
product? Given: a gallon of liquid detergent 
covers about 1200 square feet.

The Concentrate: 1/64 = .016 dilution ratio. 
Multiplying $13 x .016 = $0.21 per gallon. This 
makes the real cost of degreasing 1200 square 
feet a mere 21 cents!

The Use-As-Is: 1/1 = 1 dilution ratio. 
Multiplying $8 x 1 = $8 per gallon. This makes 
the real cost of degreasing 1200 square feet a 
whopping $8!

From the example we can see that the actual 
cost of degreasing 1200 square feet with the 
proven concentrated degreaser, even though 
we pay dramatically more, is by far the most 
economical product to use! This same method 
of calculation can be used to determine the 
real costs involved with every type of detergent. 
A final tip: avoid buying fancy packages, 
especially dilution control bottles and 
premeasured pods. Often the packaging costs 
more than the actual detergent. Buy in bulk.

DILUTION CONTROL
Once the chemical costs have been 

calculated and the best product for the job 
is chosen, it comes down to proper training 
of the end user to ensure that we eliminate 
the biggest drain on our investment – waste. 
This brings us to dilution control. Nearly any 

container can be filled using exact ratios, 
thus removing the possibility of human error 
and waste. As long as the proper ratio for 
the job is achieved, it doesn’t matter how 
simple or complex the dilution method. Use 
of a measuring cup is about as easy as it gets 
(see Dilution Chart, Page 17). Buy one. Make 
copious notes on the dilution ratios that work 
best with each detergent in your cleaning 
arsenal.

If you are a larger contractor and are still 
allowing your employees to use the glug-
glug method of dilution control, it would be 
extremely prudent to obtain a proportioning 
system. Also known as chemical proportioners, 
blend centers, dispensing systems, and dilution 
control stations, these devices meter specified 
amounts of detergent into water automatically 
(see Figure 1). These systems come in many 
configurations and range from about $80 
to $600. Find a proportioning system that 
handles all of the cleaning detergents you use 
no matter what the final expense in equipment. 
Equipment costs are minimal when compared 
to detergent waste. The investment will be 
recouped very quickly.

As bulk chemicals have a lower cost per 
gallon, it behooves us to buy in as large a 
container as we can afford. For a contract 
cleaning service, that means a bare minimum 
size of five gallon pails of the best concentrates 
we can find. Since the shelf life on detergents 
is measured in years (if in a properly sealed 
container), and since contract cleaning services 
use these products every day, I have always 
recommended purchasing in 30 or 55 gallon 
drums. Dispensing into smaller containers, 
properly diluted, cuts detergent costs as far as 
they can go. 

Just think, if an employee uses three glugs 
from the jug of disinfectant, that’s a bare 
minimum of ten ounces. If that same employee 

Figure 1 – Push Button Blend Centers
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MEEHAN/SOAP IS NOT AN OPERA 

Richard C. Meehan, Jr. 

DETERGENT DILUTION RATIO CHART 

RATIO OUNCES OF DETERGENT OUNCES OF WATER 

1:1 128 ounces 128 ounces 

2:1 64 128 

3:1 42.7 128

4:1 32 128 

5:1 25.6 128

6:1 21.4 128 

7:1 18.3 128

8:1 16 128 

9:1 14.2 128

10:1 12.8 128 

16:1 8 128

20:1 6.4 128 

30:1 4.3 128

40:1 3.2 128 

50:1 2.6 128

64:1 2 128 

100:1 1.3 128

128:1 1 128 

175:1 .75 128

256:1 .50 128 

512:1 .25 128

600:1 .22 128 

800:1 .16 128

1000:1 .13 128 
For any ratio calculation, divide 128 ounces by the detergent part, usually the 

larger number of the ratio (Example: 50:1 means 128/50 = 2.6 ounces). 

only puts two gallons of water in the mop 
bucket, that’s a ratio of five ounces per gallon. 
If the detergent calls for one ounce per gallon 
of water, that employee just quintupled the 
detergent cost for the job! 

Consider this: your company currently 
buys 180 gallons of neutral cleaner each year. 
The glug-glug method causes a minimum of 
one-fifth of the 180 gallons to go down the 
drain. That’s 180/5 = 36 gallons wasted. The 
detergent cost is $6.90 per gallon, so 36 x 
6.90 = $248.40. Since dilution control units 
for drums only run about $100, you tell me, is 
it worth it to control waste?

DETERGENT QUALITY
Our next consideration is quality of the 

detergents used. If a detergent does not help 
get the job done in a timely fashion with a 
reasonable amount of labor, get another 
detergent that does. 

Once the proper type of detergent is picked 
for the job, following instructions on the 
label will establish the quality. For instance, 
general damp mopping of waxed floors calls 
for a neutral cleaner; your brand of neutral 
cleaner states to pour three ounces in a gallon 
of warm water to damp mop a waxed floor. 
Further, the detergent label says to apply 
liberally with a mop and allow five minutes 
to soak, and then sop up. Does it work? If so, 
purchase more; otherwise, find another brand. 

The worst-case scenario: your cleaning crew 
of three (hourly wage of $7.25) was slated to 
spend six hours mopping the gym floor at a 
church. Your detergent indicated that you 
would use five gallons (cost of $6.90 per gallon) 
and be able to mop once. Instead, it took nine 
gallons, plus fourteen hours of labor. That’s 14 
– 6 = 8 x 3 = 24 hours extra time, 24 x 7.25 = 
$174 extra labor, and 9 – 5 = 4 x 6.90 = $27.60 
extra detergent for a total extra cost of $201.60. 
There goes the profit!

The point is you get what you pay for. Buy 
quality to save money. This does not mean you 
have to buy name brand detergents either. 
There are many smaller manufacturers making 
quality products too. Do the research. Run the 
tests. Keep the notes. Find the products that 
work best for your cleaning team!

CONCLUSION
We’ve covered much territory in the realm 

of cleaning chemicals, mainly geared toward 
how to choose efficient, quality detergents to 
help reduce cleaning costs. Along the way we 
learned why detergents are used, why cheap 
is not actually cost conscious, why dilution 
control is imperative, and why becoming 
knowledgeable about basic chemistry as it 
pertains to detergents will help us exorcise the 
voodoo surrounding soap making. 

The “soap opera” of changing rules and 
regulations perpetuated by the Green 
Movement, manufacturers, and the feds 
does not have to break our contract cleaning 
companies. We may have to take into account 
all the directives pushing our costs higher, 
but at least now we can filter out much of the 
hype so we can get down to the business of 
making a profit through educated detergent 
purchasing.
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A Daily Deal The Right Marketing Strategy For Your Business?

2. While some companies have received 
decent terms from Groupon others have had 
a worse than 50 percent revenue share with 
the deal site.

3. Many of the customers are only there 
for the cheap prices and are not your 
customers. They are Groupon customers 
and will be purchasing another deal from 
another provider the next time they need 
the same product or service that you 
provide.

4. People will travel to your location for a 
great deal, but may never return due to the 
longer distance from their home.

5. It can cheapen your brand. Customers 
that know you and made a purchase 
through Groupon or Living Social may resist 
paying full price in hopes that you’ll do 
another super sale in the future.

There are other issues to be aware 
of such as brand control, customer 
satisfaction, upsetting existing customers 
who did not purchase the Groupon deal and 
many more. Unless your business really 
needs a last ditch effort to reach as many 
customers as possible, a different approach 
to customer acquisition would be best. 

Find the right business partners that 
have your target demographic as their 
existing customers and create a joint 
venture marketing relationship that allows 
both businesses to equally benefit and grow 
rather than getting a daily deal site rich.

Christian Fea is CEO of Synertegic, Inc., a 
Joint Venture Marketing firm. He exemplifies 
how to profit from Joint Venture relationships 
by creating profit centers with minimal risk 
and maximum profitability. Join his Joint 
Venture Marketing Wealth Report at www.
christianfea.com/joint-venture-wealth-reports

Companies like Groupon and Living 
Social have developed large networks 
of customers that are actively seeking 
new products and services. Whether to 
participate in a daily is a big decision to 
make for a small business owner that is 
looking for exposure to a large existing 
customer base in their area. The deal sites 
are known for taking a significant portion of 
a daily deal and the price being charged to 
the end customer is already usually below 
the price a company would normally charge 
for their services. This is what attracts 
the huge number of potential customers; 
however, if done without fully thinking out 
the true costs of providing the deal and 
servicing the influx of customers, a business 
can take a massive financial hit if customers 
do not stay around and make purchases in 
the future. 

A joint venture marketing relationship 
with other local businesses may not have 
the overall reach that a Groupon or Living 
Social has in a specific demographic, but 
the revenue share terms will likely be 
much more favorable and still present 
your product and service to your target 
demographic. A daily deal can be a great 
one-time marketing campaign for some 
businesses, and so it should be considered 
as a strategy for any business.

Issues with Groupon to be aware of:
1. Many small businesses have lost 

considerable amounts of money due to 
the deals that they have done. Groupon 
sales reps are not there to make sure that 
the deal is an ultimate success for your 
business’s long term future, only that the 
deals are sold at the best price and revenue 
split for Groupon.

Is a Daily Deal The Right Marketing Strategy 
for Your Business?

by Christian Fea, Synertegic, Inc.
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Understanding your numbers 
is the key to profitability – period. 
Over the next couple of months, we 
are going to explore the wonderful 
world of what happens when the 
company exceeds its breakeven 
point.

This month we are going to 
create the foundation for profitable 
growth by determining what makes 
up a company’s hourly rate. We 
will discuss the differences in fixed 
overhead and variable overhead, 
and we will discuss projected 
“billed” hours to the customer.

Part 2 will be an eye-opener. 
It will clearly show the huge increase in 
profitability that occurs once the company’s 
breakeven is exceeded. The goal of every 
company should be to exceed its breakeven 
point each month. That means setting 
conservative goals and then exceeding those 
goals. Once you understand your costs of 
doing business and how to determine your 
breakeven rate, the light bulb will go on in 
terms of understanding profitability AFTER 
the breakeven point is reached.

The third and final article will discuss 
a couple of simple, but effective, bonus 
systems for your technicians in the service 
department as well as the installation 
department.

Strive to 
Exceed 

Breakeven: 
Part 1 

by Tom Grandy, Grandy & Associates

Let’s begin by discussing the definitions 
of fixed and variable overhead.

Fixed Overhead – Fixed overhead costs 
are expenses that remain basically the same 
no matter how much work you do or don’t 
do. Fixed overhead costs are things like 
rent, utilities, telephone, most insurances 
and loan payments. Each of these items will 
remain pretty much the same if you doubled 
sales, tripled sales or didn’t sell anything at 
all. These fixed expenses are just that, fixed. 
They continue no matter how much work 
you do. 

Variable Overhead Costs – Variable 
overhead, by definition, is directly tied to 
productivity. Variable costs go up when you 
do more work and go down when you do 
less work. In theory, they actually go 
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away if the company did no work at all. 
There are relatively few variable overhead 
costs, at least in relationship to fixed costs. 
Examples of variable overhead costs would 
be things like gasoline, maintenance on your 
vehicles, Visa/Master Card charges and 
miscellaneous supplies used on jobs. Each 
of these expenses traditionally goes up when 
work increases and goes down when work 
decreases. 

Why did we separate costs into fixed and 
variable? When the company bills out as 
many hours as they projected to bill for the 
year, the fixed overhead is fully covered. 
Any additional work will not have “fixed 
overhead” attached to it, making the hours 
billed over and above the budgeted amount, 
very profitable. The variable overhead 
costs, however, continue no matter how 
much work you do because they are tied to 
productivity.

Another key to our breakeven discussion 
deals with the hours actually billed the 

customer. As we all know, we pay the 
installers and service techs from the time 
they clock in until they clock out at the 
end of the day. The question is, “How 
many hours can actually be billed to the 
customer?” We could do a whole article on 
billable versus non-billable time, but let’s 
keep it simple for now.

Service Techs Billed Hours – When 
talking about billed hours in the area of 
service, we are talking about the hours the 
tech can actually charge the customer each 
day. Non-billable times include shop time, 
travel time between jobs, sick, vacation, 
holidays, company meetings, callbacks, 
warranty work and customer no-shows. 
When looking at an entire year, most service 
techs average about 50% non-billable time 
and 50% billable time. In other words, a 
full-time service tech usually bills about 4 
hours a day to the customer. If they work 
a 40-hour week, that means an average of 
20 hours a week or roughly 1,000 hours a 
year. That is our goal. 

Installers Billed Hours – When talking 
about billed hours for an installer, the 
numbers are a lot higher. Let’s use an 
example: Take a very simple job that will 
take one installer two days to complete. 
The installer may sit around in the office 
for 20 minutes both days, or may have to 
go the shop or distributor a few times to 
pick up parts. But, if the installer completes 
the job in two days (16 hours), all their 
time is considered billable because that 
is the amount of time the job was bid for. 
Therefore non-billable time for an installer 
is traditionally low. Non-billable time for an 
installer normally includes sick, vacation 
and holiday time plus perhaps 2-3 hours 
a week that cannot be charged directly to 
the job. That means a full-time installer 
can average billing 35 hours a week to the 
customer, depending on how much sick, 
vacation and holiday time the company 
pays for. 

To be able to play with the numbers, we 
need to create a Sample Company. Let’s say 
our Sample Company has one service tech 
and two installers. That means the company 

Let us put our expert 
knowledge of legendary 

Landa equipment 
to work for your 

cleaning needs.

Specializing in Power 
washing equipment 

sales, service and custom 
manufacturing

(403) 771-7774
www.HydraEquipment.

com
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has roughly 1,000 hours a year it can bill 
in service, and approximately 3,600 billed 
hours in the installation department. Now 
that our hours are set, we need to go back 
to our fixed and variable overhead costs.

Keep in mind overhead includes more 
than the typical rent, utilities, office 
supplies, insurances, etc. Our overhead 
also includes the two largest (but often 
overlooked) costs of doing business.

The number one cost of doing business 
is non-billable time. Our Sample Company 
has one service tech 
with approximately 
1,000 non-billable 
hours a year. We are 
going to pay our service 
tech $18/hour, so the 
Sample Company’s 
cost of non-billable 
time for our service 
tech is $18,000/year (yes, the company 
has matching taxes, but let’s just keep it 
simple). Our two installers are making $16/
hour, and each has five non-billable hours 
a week. That means our cost of non-billable 
time for our two installers is $8,320/year (5 
hours/week x 52 weeks x $16 per hour x 2 
installers).

The second highest cost of doing business 
is equipment replacement costs (replaces 
depreciation from a cash flow perspective). 
Our service tech is driving a 2010 van that 
is estimated to last another three years; it 
will cost the company $30,000 to replace 
it in three years. That means our cost of 
equipment replacement for our service 
department is $10,000 per year ($30,000/3 
years = $10,000/year).

Our install team is driving a 2011 vehicle 
that is estimated to last six more years, 
and will again cost the company $30,000 to 
replace. That means the cost of equipment 
replacement for our install department will 
be $5,000/year ($30,000/6 years = $5,000/
year.

The costs of non-billable time and 
equipment replacement costs were 
specifically mentioned since these are the 
top two highest costs of doing business in 

the entire company. These two huge costs of 
doing business are often totally overlooked 
when most companies are calculating their 
hourly rates.

Now we could do an entire series of 
articles on how to create profitable hourly 
rates for our service and installation 
departments. However, let’s assume we 
have done our homework and the finalized 
hourly rates for each department are as 
follows:

Now for two quick questions as we wrap 
things up on Part 1 of this series.

Q: If we bill out less than 1,000 hours 
in service and/or 3,600 hours in the 
installation department, will the company 
cover all of its fixed overhead costs? 
 A: No, each department needs to bill out 
all of their budgeted hours if they are going 
to cover all of their fixed overhead.

 Q: What drops out of our hourly rate 
once the 1,000 hours in service and the 
3,600 hours in installation are billed out? 
 A: Once our budgeted hours are billed 
out, ALL of our fixed overhead is covered 
meaning the fixed overhead costs of $64.23 
in service, and $21.87 in installation, will 
drop out of our hourly rate.

Guess what happens when all of our 
budgeted hours are billed to the customer? 
Right again, profit skyrockets! Yes, that will 
be the subject of next month’s article.

This article was brought to you by Grandy 
& Associates.  If you are serious about 
running a profitable business please check 
out their website at www.GrandyAssociates.
com, email Tom at TomGrandy@
GrandyAssoicates.com, or call 800-432-
7963. “We teach contractors how to run 
profitable businesses!”

Average Hourly Rate Paid the Techs Service Installation
Fixed Overhead Rate per Hour   $18.00 $16.00
Fixed Overhead Rate per Hour   $64.23 $21.87
Variable Overhead Rate per Hour  $16.23 $12.85
Net Profit per Hour    $17.37 $  5.63
Hourly Rate =               $115.83 $56.35
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Gutter Cleaning is a very profitable business 
here in the Houston Texas area.  Quite a few 
of our communities are built in areas where 
it seems like they saved every tree possible 
when developing the neighborhoods. The 
Woodlands and the Kingwood area are two 
such communities. 

I recently received a phone call from a 
customer two weeks after we had cleaned his 
gutters out. He informed me that while he was 
extremely pleased with out gutter cleaning 
service, the gutters still seemed to be backing 
up when we received large amounts of rainfall. 

After a return visit to the property, I 
discovered – after running water in one of 
the downspouts – that his underground 
drainage system was clogged up.  All the gutter 
downspouts were connected to piping that went 
underground, and then fed to the street curb. 
These same pipes were connected to catch 
basins that were placed throughout the back 
yard in low lying areas.  So not only were the 
gutters connected to the underground drainage 
system, but the back yard was connected as 
well.  This meant that grass clippings, dirt and 
other debris could flow into and eventually clog 
the drainage pipes.

Another problem I discovered was that I 
could not find the release point at the 
street curb.  The release point for these 
systems is usually always at the street 
curb, or for larger properties, at a location 
somewhere towards the rear of the 
property along the property line, a pond, 
lake, or even a ditch if the property has 
one. But somewhere there should always 
be an exposed pipe for the water to be 
able to release.

I explained to the customer that the 
drainage system would have to be “sewer 
jetted” to clear out all the debris, and also 
allow us to open up the release point. My 
only problem was that I did not have the 

“sewer jet” equipment nor did I know how to 
price it. I informed the customer that I would 
get him a price and email him within 24 
hours.

As I left the home, I began thinking about 
if I knew any plumbers, landscapers, etc, that 
I could call to sub out the job. I also thought 
that I’d really like to do it myself as I could see 
a lot of potential in this as an add-on service. 

SO…I called Paul Kassander at www.
powerwashstore.com to get some advice.  Paul is 
someone I like running these type ideas by because 
not only is he one of the best distributors in our 
industry, he is also a pressure washing contractor.  
He does what we do, and is very familiar with 
the challenges and opportunities we run across 
– not to mention the equipment needed. Paul is 
also the type that will take your idea for a piece 
of equipment and work to make it better or more 
functional.

I explained to Paul what I was faced with 
and he suggested I purchase a “sewer jetter” 
hose and nozzles. He explained the whole 
process on the phone of how I could hook it 
to my small 4gpm cold-water machine and 
clear all the drainage pipes out myself. He also 
gave me the option of getting the equipment to 
hook to my 8gpm trailer rig, but I decided to 

Why I Added “Sewer Jetting” to My 
Gutter Cleaning Business
by Doug Rucker, Clean and Green Solutions and The Pressure Cleaning School

Photo of Root Ball Rucker pulled from the pool drainage pipes.
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go with the 4 gpm system because I envisioned 
being able to this without having to haul my 
trailer around.  I could easily throw the small 
4 gpm unit in the back of the truck and the 
sewer jetter hose and not waste gas hauling 
a trailer around for this service. Realizing the 
ease, the low cost to get into the service,as well 
as the possibilities for additional services and 
income – not to mention the fact that I knew I 
could pay for the equipment off this one job (I 
called the customer and gave him a price and 
scheduled the job before ordering) – I placed 
the order for the equipment. 

Since ordering the sewer jetting hose, 
we have been able to help other customers 
with their drainage problems. Recently, one 
particular housewash job involved a pool deck 
cleaning. The pool deck had two 3-inch drains 
for rainwater and pool water to drain away from 
the pool deck to the back of the property at the 
fence line.  While cleaning the pool deck, we 
noticed the water pooling around the drains.  
I was able to sell the customer on our jetting 
service and we were able to clear the drain 
lines after discovering that a 15 foot root ball 
had grown in the pipes about the midway point 
between the drains and the outlet. 

The outlet was also buried in the dirt and we 
installed a back flow drain above grade level so 
that this would not happen again. (Big thanks 
to Rodney Brown who was attending my 
pressure cleaning school for this suggestion.) 
The customer was extremely pleased with our 
service – he had tried unsuccessfully for years 
to get the drainage to flow properly – and even 
wrote a great review on Angie’s List for us.

Oh, and I also used the hose to unclog my 
own kitchen drain pipe that clogged one day.  
Saved me money over calling a plumber.  I 
must add though that I would never use this 
to unclog plumbing pipes in a house and 
always recommend a plumber for that. Most 
areas you have to be a licensed plumber to do 
this and our insurance would not cover any 
damage if we caused it.

There are many opportunities for this 
add-on service that we can perform though.  
Clearing underground drainage, heavily 
impacted downspouts, and  pool drainage 
pipes are just some of the possibilities.

Doug Rucker owns Clean and Green 
Solutions in Kingwood, Texas, and is the 
founder of the Pressure Cleaning School,  
www.PressureCleaningSchool.com

www.PowerWashStore.com
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How to Raise the Prices 
You Charge to Your 
Cleaning Customers

by Steve Hanson, The Janitorial Store
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You started your cleaning business to 
make a profit and earn a living. Most 
cleaning businesses, whether they do 

residential or commercial cleaning, start out 
with the owner doing everything - marketing, 
cleaning, buying supplies, and even the 
bookwork. As your company grows and you 
hire employees and add more clients, your 
expenses grow too. When you started out you 
may have under-priced your services either to 
get new clients or because you lacked bidding 
experience. So now that your expenses are 
growing and you’ve discovered you under-
priced your services, what do you do?

First off, understand that raising prices is 
necessary in any business. Just take a look 
at things you buy on a routine basis - gas, 
milk, cleaning supplies, electricity - prices do 
increase and sometimes take a big jump!

Before you raise your prices to your 
customers, go back and take a look at your 
original contract. Does your contact state the 
original bid price will be good for a certain 
length of time? If it does you will not be able 
to raise your price until that time frame 
has expired. If not, how long have you been 
cleaning for that client? Even if you originally 
under-priced your services you may not want 
to increase your price if you have only been 
cleaning for the client for a short time. 

Most cleaning companies wait at least a 
year before increasing prices. If you don’t have 
anything written in your cleaning contract 
about price increases, you should start adding 
a clause about it with your next client. Many 
companies guarantee their price for a year and 
state that they take cost of living increases 
each year (for example, four percent). Or they 
may state something like, “we reserve the right 
to increase prices after one year”.

Before figuring out a new price go back 
through your original bid and make sure that 
you have everything covered so you are making 
a profit. If your supply costs have gone up 
dramatically or if you have added expenses 
(workers comp or more insurance because 
of hiring employees), make sure the price 
increase will cover the extra expenses.

Another factor to consider before raising 
prices is your customer’s current satisfaction 
level. Are they happy with the job your cleaning 

company is doing? Most people understand 
price increases and will stick with your 
cleaning company as long as they are happy 
with the job you are doing. After all, looking 
for a new cleaning company takes time and 
your customer may not get a better price or the 
quality of work they want from someone new.

But don’t be afraid to raise the price on 
a customer who is constant complainer, 
especially if their complaints are not justified. 
You may need to raise your price to cover the 
extra time you spend in their office (or home).

Once you have all your facts and the new 
price you need to charge, send a letter to your 
customer. Let them know that you are raising 
your prices, why you are raising your prices, 
and the benefits to them to continue using your 
cleaning company. Make sure you inform your 
customer at least 30 days in advance that the 
price will be going up. Keep in mind that large 
corporations and government agencies may 
need more time if they have to run the price 
increase through a committee or get approval 
by a board.

The phrase “you get what you pay for” 
is often true when it comes to cleaning 
companies. Too low of a price may mean the 
company is not doing satisfactory work or that 
the company has undervalued its services and 
will soon be out of business.

Pricing your services so you make a profit 
is not a bad thing! Your cleaning company’s 
survival depends on charging your customers 
appropriately so you can stay in business 
and make a profit. Good customers will 
understand a price increase and be happy to 
continue using your services. And don’t be 
surprised if a customer that leaves because 
of a price increase soon comes back! Many 
people eventually realize that a lower priced bid 
from another cleaning company means their 
building (or home) is not as clean as when your 
company provided their cleaning services.

Steve Hanson is co-founding member of The 
Janitorial Store (TM), an online community 
that offers weekly tips, articles, downloads, 
discussion forums, and more for anyone who 
would like to learn how to start a cleaning 
business. Visit The Janitorial Store’s blog and 
get inspired by reading cleaning success stories 
from owners of cleaning companies.
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As everyone knows (or should know), getting customers is the most important ingredient 
necessary to building a successful cleaning business. With that said, you should be looking at any 
and all opportunities to promote your business. Here’s one that works:

After you get done with the job and you’re sure your customer is happy, ask your customer who 
her neighbors are on either side of her house. She may even expand and provide you with more 
names, but the key is to just walk away with some names to mail a simple introductory letter 
which can be typed on your letterhead. The letter should read: 

Dear Mrs. Jones:

This is just a quick note to introduce my company to you. I own Clearview Window Washing 
Service and I recently had the pleasure of cleaning Mr. and Mrs. Smith’s windows in your 
neighborhood of Haile Plantation. 

I realize that cleaning windows is at the bottom of most people’s “to do” list, so help has 
finally arrived. Give Mr. and Mrs. Smith a call at 256-555-1111 and I’m sure they’ll attest to 
the quality of the job I did and the care I placed on cleaning their windows.   

Clean windows will make your home sparkle.  In addition, I use a special solution that 
forms a protective barrier on the glass.  This prevents minerals like Calcium and Iron to form 
and cause hard water stains which can make windows look ugly. 

If I may be of service, don’t hesitate to contact me at 352-555-2222.  I’ll rush over and give 
you a free “no hassle” written estimate with plenty of additional references you may contact.

My schedule is always four to six weeks backed up, but if you have a special occasion 
coming up, I can juggle my schedule to accommodate you. Have a great day. 

Regards, Steve Wright
Clearview Window Washing Service 

P.S.  I am fully insured and bonded for your total peace of mind.
P.P.S.  If you’d like to see exactly what type of service I provide, please check out my 

website at www.yourdomainnamehere.com 

That’s the letter.  Obviously make adjustments that fit you, and of course make sure that you 
get Mrs. Smith’s permission to list her phone number in the letter. Reassure Mrs. Smith that 
she’ll rarely get phone calls. It just doesn’t happen.  The simple fact that you even list her phone 
number is enough to make a prospect believe in you. You can take this marketing technique one 
step further and purchase a mailing list for that zip code area where you did Mrs. Smith’s home.   

The key is to be a name dropper.  A prospect’s resistance to you or your company will drop if they know 
you took care of someone they personally know or at least have heard of within their subdivision. That’s why 
I believe it’s important to mention the subdivision within the letter just in case Mrs. Jones doesn’t know Mrs. 
Smith. Get your foot in the door and watch your business take off. It works.  

Steve Wright is the author of How To Start Your Own Residential Window Washing Business and 
the developer of The Customer Factor (www.TheCustomerFactor.com), which is a fully automated 
contact management/follow up software solution for service businesses. Please contact Mr. Wright 
at 256-546-2446 or steve@thecustomerfactor.com for additional information.

Name Drop Your Way to a Lot of Customers
by Steve Wright, The Customer Factor, www.TheCustomerFactor.com
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attempting to remove especially intractable 
graffiti.

Below, we’ve gathered tips on how to use 
pressure washing to remove graffiti, especially 
from commercial buildings:

Choose a high pressure setting. Pressure 
washers offer adjustable pressure settings; 
for graffiti removal, you will probably need to 
adjust your washer to a high pressure setting. 
Don’t overdo it, though – too much pressure 
could wear away the surface you are trying to 
clean. Some recommend pressure washing at 
a setting of 3,000 PSI when removing graffiti; 
this may vary according to the paint and the 
surface to be cleaned.

Don’t work in very cold or very hot 
temperatures. Many paint removers do not 
work well when the ambient temperature is 
extremely high or low.

Set your pressure washer to a high water 
flow setting. The rate of water flow is another 
setting that may be adjusted on pressure 
washers. For removing graffiti, it’s best to have 
a high rate of flow, around three to five gallons 
per minute. Again, don’t go too far with this; 
slowly ratchet up the rate of flow until the 
graffiti begins to lift. Avoid jumping directly 
to a very high pressure or water flow setting; 
instead, slowly increase pressure to the 
absolute minimum required to remove the tag.

Graffiti is a stubborn eyesore. Because 
paint can penetrate deeply into porous wood 
and concrete surfaces, graffiti cannot typically 
be removed with conventional cleaning 
approaches. No amount of elbow grease will 
allow you to remove graffiti with just soap and 
water.

Sometimes it is possible to quickly repaint 
the surface that has fallen prey to tagging; 
some cities even employ paint crews to quickly 
paint over fresh graffiti. However, as many 
business owners appreciate, sometimes it’s just 
not possible to paint over a tag. Not all surfaces 
may be repainted; if the street-facing side of 
your business features a brick exterior, for 
instance, painting over graffiti probably isn’t an 
option.

In such circumstances, pressure washing 
can be a godsend. Pressure washers can emit 
water at 300 times the power of a standard 
garden hose. Oftentimes, this is enough to 
loosen and lift paint. If traditional pressure 
washing isn’t effective, graffiti removal service 
providers may be able to remove the graffiti by 
pressure washing with a specially-formulated, 
environmentally-friendly cleaning agent. Many 
pressure washing cleaning formulas contain 
nano-level technology to break apart paint at 
the microscopic level. For this reason, it’s smart 
to hire a pressure washing company when 

PRESSURE WASHING 
TIPS FOR GRAFFITI 

REMOVAL

by Paul Horsley, Publisher

Photo courtesy of The World’s 

Photo courtesy of the World’s Best Graffiti Removal Products, 
www.GraffitiRemovalInc.com
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Consider adding heat and/or steam. 
Heat and steam have long been recognized as 
powerful ways to strip paint from interiors. 
Similarly, graffiti paint may more easily 
be removed with heat and/or steam. Both 
heat and steam soften paint film, making 
it easier to lift the paint. Modern pressure 
washing machines can deliver heated water at 
temperatures as high 330 degrees Fahrenheit, 
which helps break down and remove grease 
and other substances. Again, don’t go directly 
to the highest temperature available on your 
machine; experiment until you find the lowest 
possible heat or steam setting that will remove 
the tag.

Choose the right cleaning agent. As 
conservators can tell you, each exterior surface 
has its own cleaning requirements. Masonry 
will require different cleaning solutions than 
wood, and different types of masonry require 
different types of cleaners. Research your 
building’s exterior to figure out which type of 
cleaner to use. Then follow the manufacturer’s 
instructions to avoid causing permanent 
damage.

As an example, alkaline paint removers 

require a pre-wetted surface to work. In 
contrast, solvent-based cleaning products 
are incompatible with water. (If you’re at all 
concerned about the possibility of damaging 
your building’s exterior, it may be best to 
simply hire a pressure washing company for 
graffiti removal service.)

Start at the bottom and work your way 
up. As you apply pressure, heat, steam and 
cleaning agents with your pressure washing 
machine, work upwards. That way, you’ll avoid 
staining lower surfaces.

Generally, it is best to hire a graffiti 
removal service when attempting to have tags 
removed from the exterior of your home or 
business. Graffiti removal service professionals 
understand how advanced pressure washing 
technology, such as heat, steam and specially 
formulated soap, can work together to quickly 
lift graffiti from nearly any exterior surface. 
Rather than struggling to patch together a 
haphazard education on pressure washing, 
consider hiring a pressure washing company 
that offers a specialized graffiti removal service. 
This approach will save you money, time and 
irritation down the road.

Power washers of North america
ph 800-393-7962  |  fx 651-213-0369  |  www.thepwna.org

visit us on Since 1992 the PWNA has 
represented contractors in the Power 
Washing industry. We stand for all 
power washers: fleet washing, concrete 
cleaning, kitchen exhaust, wood 
restoration, as well as everything in 
between. The PWNA provides quality 
education and certification to power 
wash contractors along with conventions, 
networking opportunities, and a clear 
voice for our industry.

Visit www.thepwna.org for more info on 
becoming a member.
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