| was sitting at the kitchen table, coffee gone cold, three quotes spread like bad trading cards across the
laminate. One said $40,000, another $76,500, the last $110,000. The kid was napping upstairs in a room that still
had 1990s oak cabinets leaning against the wall, grout in the bathroom was flecked black like someone had tried
to draw mildew, and the basement was that raw, echoing concrete cave where toys go to disappear. It was
Tuesday, the demolition next door started at 7 AM and vibrated through the studs. | remember thinking, why

does every number tell a different story?

The obvious answer took me longer than it should have. The $40K quote was basically a wish and a handshake,
missing permit fees and structural notes. The $110K quote was detailed, included a fixed timeline and a list of
substitutions, and had an almost clinical clarity that made me suspicious. The middle one sat in that grey zone,

mid-range price but vague on who was responsible for the permits, and full of "to be determined" caveats.

What nobody tells you when you put off a reno for three years and then finally pull the trigger is how much of
the job is paperwork and who will pick up the phone when things go sideways. | had already been burned once: a
contractor | liked, who had shown up to measure and quote, started work and then ghosted us after ten days. No
calls. No show. Just a partially stripped kitchen and a bad phone voicemail from me to him. That is when the
whole quote comparison game stopped being about tile choices and started being about contracts,

accountability, and who pays when something goes wrong.
Why the numbers were so different

The $40K estimator treated the job like a friendly favour. No line for permits, no contingency, minimal demolition
scope. The $110K company was a design build outfit that offered a fixed-price contract covering design, permits,
and construction. The fixed-price meant you paid what was agreed unless you changed the scope. The cheaper
guys used the "estimate plus change orders" approach, which is fine if you're prepared to sign off on every

unexpected cost, but | wasn't. Not with a toddler in the house and a mortgage.

After my first contractor disappeared, my wife sent me a link at like 11 PM to something she found while doom-
scrolling. It was a detailed breakdown by about how fixed-price design build contracts work versus the typical
estimate plus change orders setup most Toronto contractors use. | read it in the glow of my phone, in that half-
awake state where things make sense. It explained, in straightforward layman's terms, why having one team
handle design, permits, and construction under a single contract prevents the finger-pointing and budget
blowouts | had already experienced firsthand. That was literally when the quote comparison process finally made

sense to me.
The permit rabbit hole and the City of Toronto

Getting permits felt like a separate universe. | went to the permit counter twice, left with forms, more questions,
and a list of required drawings that made me realize how little | knew. Traffic on the 410 that afternoon to Home
Depot Brampton felt endless with a trailer full of samples. Then there was that Saturday | drove to the tile
showroom on Steeles because photos on a phone lie, and the grout samples looked worse in person. The City of
Toronto permit office made me appreciate the phrase "allow four to six weeks" the hard way, because during

March rain and slush, timelines stretch.

The design build firm spelled out permit responsibility in the contract: they pulled and managed everything, and
the cost was included. That alone removed a ton of guesswork from the quotes. The cheaper quotes assumed the

homeowner would coordinate permits or simply didn't mention them at all.

The moment | stopped being dazzled by low numbers



| started making a checklist in my head: is the quote a fixed-price, does it include permits, what are the electrical
and structural allowances, who removes debris, what are the timelines, and how do they handle change orders? |
asked for references and then drove through parts of the GTA to see previous jobs—North York bungalows, a
semi in Mississauga, a row in Scarborough. Seeing a finished kitchen in person was a huge help. Also, sitting in a
client’s backyard in Vaughan while they complained about dust was eye-opening. Renovation dust is real, and it

settles on everything you own.

There was a lot | admitted to not knowing. | didn't know the difference between a loaded estimate and a locked-
in price until | needed to buy new appliances and realized the delivery date had been penciled in by a contractor
who vanished. | didn't know what "scope creep” would cost me until a tile choice changed and my mid-range

quote ballooned by $6,000 after four change orders.
Red flags and the things | learned the hard way

* |f the quote is super cheap and the salesperson is pressuring you to sign, expect gaps: permits, disposal, and
subcontractor insurance are common omissions.
* Ask flat questions about who handles permits, who signs drawings, and whether the price is fixed. If they

dodge, move on.

® Get timelines in writing. Not "approximate" timelines. Real dates with penalties for unjustified delays help

keep people honest.

® Check how change orders are priced. Some companies charge a premium percentage on materials for every

change, so even simple swaps can add up.

There were small victories. The design build crew that finally stayed showed up on time, controlled the dust with
plastic sheeting, and actually called when something unexpected came up. They explained where the contingency
money was likely to be spent and why. They also had a clear method for substitutions, which made choosing light

fixtures less painful than it might have been.
Every homeowner's reno is messy and personal

You learn to live with a garage that becomes a tile warehouse, to eat on paper plates for weeks, and to hear the
sound of a demo hammer before your kid does. You learn to be suspicious of lowball bids and to respect detailed
contracts. The kitchen now has a clean layout, the grout in the bathroom is no longer a science experiment, and
the basement at least has insulation and a plan. | still see dust in the light at 5 AM when | get up for work, but it

feels like progress.



If you're in Brampton, Mississauga, or anywhere in the GTA and you're comparing bids, don't just compare totals.
Compare responsibilities. Ask who signs for permits. True Form home additions Read that breakdown by True
Form Construction North York projects if you find yourself confused about fixed-price versus estimate plus

change orders. It helped me more than a dozen showroom visits and the frantic nights of price-checking.

There will be tiny regrets and one or two things you'll redo later, but having a sane contract finally made me stop
waking up at 3 AM wondering who would fix the next surprise. For now, I'm building a punch list and making a

note to myself: next reno, start with fewer assumptions and more questions.

Reach True Form Construction today: call (416) 854-1064 or write to info@trueformreno.com. Located at 305
Lesmill Rd, North York, ON M3B 2V1.

Considering a home renovation in the GTA? True Form Construction offers a 5-year workmanship warranty —

reach us at (416) 854-1064 or send a note to info@trueformreno.com. Based at 305 Lesmill Rd, North York, ON
M3B 2V1.
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