
 

 

 

 

 

Making Cents of a Dirty 
Business 

 
How to Survive & Succeed in the 
Commercial Cleaning Industry 

 
 

 

 

 

 

Troy Hopkins, CBSE 
 
 





 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Published by 
 
 
 
 
 

At The Cross Publishing 
 
 
 

MAKING CENTS OF A DIRTY BUSINESS  Copyright © 2018 by Troy Hopkins.  
All rights reserved. Printed in the United States of America. No part of this 
book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written 
permission except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles 
or reviews. For information, contact the copyright holder, Troy Hopkins, via 
www.troyhopkins.com. 
 
First Edition: March 2018 
 
Book Editors: Lindsay Schluntz and Sarah Inman  
Cover Design: Michael Lancaster 

 
ISBN: 978-1-64204-802-5  



 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

This book is dedicated to each of the amazing, hardworking, 
devoted individuals working in the commercial cleaning industry. 

From the company owner to the front-line janitor, it’s you – 
the people of this industry – that make the business great. 
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I n t r o d u c t i o n  

 
“You can raise the bar, or you can wait for others to raise it, but it’s 

getting raised regardless. “ 

Seth Godin 

 

 

“Dr. and Mrs. James Boyd Grady…”  

“Dr. and Dr. Steve Franklin Johnson…” 

“General George Thomas Smith…” 

 

 The loudspeakers continued to blare, as the announcer 

stoically introduced the parents entering the room before us. 

Finally, it was time to step into the hot spotlight glowing at 

center stage. Standing next to me, was a visibly nervous Kelsey, 

my middle daughter, poised to make her cotillion debut.  

All week long, Kelsey had joked with us that her parents were 

one of only a few without an official-sounding title being 

announced before their names. So, as we approached our 

assigned ‘X’ taped on the floor of the stage, I whispered to her with 

great pride, "King Janitor the Great," just before my name was 

proclaimed. 
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The touch of humor cracked the tense atmosphere humming 

around us, and Kelsey’s eyes sparkled above her bright smile as 

she performed the signature cotillion curtsey.  

As I walked with her around the stage and back to the long 

line-up of dads and daughters, my mind flickered to a moment of 

reflection. Sure, it was only a little joke shared between the two of 

us in a stressful moment, but I honestly had never been prouder 

as her dad or as the owner of my business! Being a janitorial 

business owner is perhaps not the sexiest sounding enterprise I 

could have ventured into. However, it has certainly provided me 

the financial security I had always dreamed of, the flexibility I was 

determined to have for time with my family, and a long-term 

legacy that highlights my hard work and resolve.  
___________ 

 

When I graduated from the University of Tennessee in 1989, I 

embarked on an exciting new career as a frontline manager in one 

of Frito-Lay's numerous manufacturing facilities. I discovered that 

my personality’s unique niche was in managing and motivating 

teams towards attaining more excellent results.  

Although I sincerely believe that I could not have picked a 

better company to teach me the ropes of the business world, like 

many others before me, I had contracted the ‘entrepreneurial 

bug’ as a child, and could not work for someone else forever. So, 

in 2003, I decided to open my own janitorial franchise business in 

Huntsville, Alabama, and bid farewell to the corporate world.   

Leaving Frito-Lay was a monumental decision for my wife and 

me, especially because, at that time, we had three young 

daughters! So, although the decision was a leap of faith, it was one 

that was made after we spent significant amounts of time 
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researching the commercial cleaning sector. I was fully confident 

that the service industry was my future, as it allowed me to 

independently own my business and call the shots.  

While there were many positives to owning my own business, 

it also gave me many sleepless nights. The stress of managing 

hundreds of fantastic – but challenging – front-line employees, 

and the constant worry about cash flow and customer retention 

were always foremost in my mind.  

Nevertheless, after many years of hard work and 

determination, the business was a great success! Over the next 12 

years, I was able to secure financial freedom for my family, and I 

was able to afford college educations for my daughters.  

In 2015, I decided to sell my janitorial franchise to a close 

friend so that I could embark on the next leg of my professional 

journey as an Area Developer for our brand. The role of an Area 

Developer is similar to some companies’ Master Franchisor title, 

in that I owned my own market and could sell units on behalf of 

the franchisor. This position gave me the opportunity to utilize my 

skill that I loved the most: developing and coaching new business 

owners to excel.  

Especially in this industry, keeping enterprise owners 

motivated and out of ‘firefighting mode,’ is always a challenge. 

Over the years, though, as I was faced with new challenges and 

obstacles, I learned that the best way to find a solution was to put 

effective systems in place. So, while there are many challenges 

that must be addressed, there are just as many actions a business 

owner can take to succeed! These solution-creating concepts are 

the reason I wrote this book, which has turned out to be one of 

the most rewarding projects of my career!  
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I decided to take my years of knowledge gained in the 

janitorial business, through great organizations such as Building 

Service Contractors Association International (BSCAI), and even 

some of my past experiences with Frito-Lay, and put it all down on 

paper. My goal is to highlight each of the key areas where I have 

seen owners struggling, and to then share the proper systems and 

processes that will help them avoid the numerous pitfalls and 

roadblocks ahead! (These hardships, by the way, are mostly the 

same throughout all service industries. So, even if you are not in 

the commercial cleaning industry, hopefully, this book can still be 

of use to you and your company!)  

I already had a surplus of historical industry data and stats, but 

like most, our industry is changing. From faster/larger/lighter 

vacuums, to new and innovative equipment yielding higher 

production rates, to a new generation of workforce requiring 

different communication styles and hiring processes, I wanted to 

make sure my facts were up-to-date. So, I organized a national 

survey of over 5,000 janitorial companies, asking the owners a 

wide variety of industry-related questions. My survey was not only 

to get some general statistics, but more importantly, to list, rank, 

and address the top eight hardships faced in this sector.  

The logistical reasonings and corrective actions I suggest in 

this book are based on my own business experiences and on what 

has worked best for me. They were not gathered in the research 

study, nor were they taken from the best ideas of each owner I 

surveyed. I merely conducted the survey to collect the top 

challenges owners faced, and to compile the business data to as a 

benchmark comparison for my company and for all the building 

service contractors (BSCs) that participated. 
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I encourage everyone to learn from each other. I, personally, 

try to continuously invest in my own growth and development so 

that I can become a better business owner. In doing so, I have run 

across many great authors and speakers who have incredibly 

creative ideas. I have applied many of these to this industry and 

will be sharing them throughout this book.  

People often ask me, "Why would you want to help the 

competition?". My answer is that there is plenty of business out 

there for good commercial cleaning companies to share. I feel that 

us "janitors" need to stick together and strive to make this field 

the greatest in the services industry. If there is anything I can do 

to better the image of the trade and to help another owner, then 

I am all for it!  

As you read this book, please feel free to take tons of notes, 

write in the margins, corner fold pages, highlight key thoughts… 

this book is for you! I hope you enjoy reading it as much as I 

enjoyed writing it. Let's raise the bar in commercial cleaning – 

together!



 
 

 
 

 

CHAPTER ONE: 

T h e  I n d u s t r y  

 
“Good leaders are like baseball umpires; they go practically 

unnoticed when doing their jobs right." 

Byrd Baggett  

 

PERHAPS YOU’VE NEVER THOUGHT ABOUT IT before, but a 

janitorial business and the job of an umpire are somewhat similar. 

Both are dirty jobs, and in both, when things are going well, little 

is said, not even in gratitude. Yet, whenever a problem arises, it’s 

game on – yikes!  

Even as much as we, in the commercial cleaning industry, 

make lighthearted jokes and jabs at the interesting line of work we 

do, when it comes down to it, someone has to do it… and honestly, 

I am glad it’s me.  

I overheard a befriended competitor once remark, "This 

would be a great business if only we didn't have to deal with 

customers and employees!". It struck me as a funny comment 

since we are basically staffing companies that clean, and we could 

not be in business at all, without our customers!  

Many business owners appreciate this industry for the 

financial security it brings to their families – the same can be said 

of virtually any service business, including restaurants and hotels. 
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However, we all face similar challenges, because we are all here 

for the sole purpose of being people, serving people. That 

relationship, then, is what we make of it. I have come to the 

realization that we, as owners and leaders, are the ones who are 

mostly at fault for allowing a negative perspective to develop.  

 

We can, and should, change the mindset that we would be 

better off without people.  

 

When I first started researching new business options that I 

could own as an entrepreneur, I looked at a variety of industries 

through three specific lenses:  

1. I did not want to have to worry about its future or its 

ability to endure possible recessions.  

2. I wanted to achieve incredible results through people. 

3. I sought to make a difference in peoples’ lives.  

 

Commercial cleaning kept rising to the top of the list, so I 

started doing my research: 

 

The commercial cleaning industry 

is worth $78 billion. It is currently 

on a strong growth path, with the 

Bureau of Labor Statistics 

predicting job growth of about six percent from 2014 to 2020. 

With office buildings making up the majority of commercial 

cleaning contracts (approximately 31%), there is an estimated 77 

billion square feet of commercial floor space in the United States, 

projecting a potential cleaning market of $115 billion in the near 

future. 

We can, and should, change 

the mindset that we would 

be better off without people. 
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The majority of cleaning industry revenue is generated from 

the commercial and retail sectors, at about 44.3% combined. 

Educational and healthcare facilities represent the fastest growing 

sectors at 36.4% and climbing. Residential cleaning accounts for 

7% of revenue for the industry, with the other 12.3% being made 

up of governmental and industrial sectors.  

In 2015, there were approximately 

875,000 janitorial businesses, 

employing a total of nearly 3.5 

million people. This number of 

cleaning companies is expected to 

grow by 1.7% per year, and the 

average pay rate in the United States for these employees is 

currently $10.75 per hour.  

As with most people starting a business, I also researched 

what local competition I could expect to face. I was floored to find 

there were 47 janitorial companies in my town of Huntsville, 

Alabama! I wondered to myself, “How could there possibly be 

enough business for us all?”.  

I soon discovered that the majority of those 47 businesses 

had collapsed or had been abandoned by owners who had 

assumed it would be an easy entry. So, there were only a handful 

of true competitors remaining – some were great representations 

of our industry, but others fostered the very image I was 

determined to fight against. 

Now that I have been in business for some time, I have found 

that model to hold true in virtually every town. For example, at 

one point, I needed to secure reliable sub-contractors to assist me 

with a statewide bid in four cities in Tennessee. I used online 

sources to find all the commercial cleaning companies in these 

I wondered to myself, “How 

could there possibly be 

enough business for us all?”. 
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four cities. There was an average of 50 business listings for each 

city, so I proceeded to call each business’s phone number.  Of the 

200 total companies on the list, 75% provided out-of-order phone 

numbers, no one answered, there was no voicemail set up, or 

someone answered and said the company was no longer in 

business. 

 

Of the 50 remaining: 

• 20 businesses had voicemails, but never returned my, "I 

am looking for a janitorial service," message. 

• Ten were larger companies who were not interested in 

subcontracting.  

• Five were interested but did not have worker's 

compensation insurance.  

• 15 answered and were interested. 

 

I then asked each of the 15 for an email address where I could 

send a sub-contractor survey, with questions regarding the history 

of their company, proof of insurance, and general information. Of 

these, only five had valid general liability and workers’ 

compensation insurance, and the systems in place to provide the 

level of quality I needed. 

 

Why was this happening? Why were there so many businesses 

failing to live up to the necessary standards of excellence? 

 

I believe one reason, is that the cleaning industry has a very 

low barrier for entry. Unfortunately, the pervasive perception is 

that if you have a bucket and a mop, you can be a business owner. 

I laugh at the advertisements and articles that attract people’s 
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attention with headlines like, “Top 25 Businesses to Start for 

Under $100.” In reality, that start-up investment might pay for 

your business license and maybe your mop and bucket, but what 

about the other 99% of your business expenses?  

Now, don't get me wrong – low 

start-up costs make an excellent 

gateway to the American dream. 

However, the naivety that 

accompanies it often sets people 

up for utter failure. The four 

largest companies in the industry 

account for less than 10% of the available market. The rest is taken 

up by smaller, independent companies attempting to take 

advantage of the low barrier for entry.  

This ease of entry is incredibly attractive, because of:  

1. Low-level market share concentration 

2. Low capital investment to get started 

3. Few training requirements for employees (which creates 

an issue that we’ll get to later…) 

4. High demand for services 

5. Entrepreneurial janitorial employees who decide to 

branch off on their own, rather than to clean for an 

employer. ("Why clean for someone else, when I can do it 

all myself?")  

6. The appeal of owning one’s own business. 

 

Demand for service, mentioned in number four above, is one 

of the primary reasons for the number of people jumping into this 

marketspace. This draw, though, can be a very sharp double-

edged sword. On average, almost all companies, no matter their 

Unfortunately, the pervasive 

perception is that if you 

have a bucket and a mop, 

you can be a business owner. 
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size, start off strong, with absolute determination and energy to 

succeed. They collect clients quickly and start seeing prompt 

potential for profits. But, the other side of the sword is that studies 

have shown the average cleaning company loses up to 55% of its 

total customer base every year due to a lack of service quality! The 

average retention of the BSCs I surveyed was (TBD%). 

But there is a silver lining… This (TBD%) customer retention 

rate allows new companies the opportunity to jump in and save 

the day! The industry’s alarming retention statistic directly 

benefits my company, because, with our consistent 90% retention 

rate, we have discovered how to compensate for others’ poor 

business quality. 

According to the U.S. Bureau of 

Labor Statistics and the U.S. Small 

Business Administration, 70% of 

independent start-ups are still in 

business after two years, and 50% 

are still in business after five 

years. This number drops to just 

over 30% for independent start-

ups that last longer than ten years, 

and 25% for those lasting more than 15 years. To clarify, an 

independent start-up is a business that is built from the ground up 

and is not associated with any other brand-name company. 

Typically, the up-front costs for these independent enterprises are 

slightly higher and require the business owner to have an in-depth 

knowledge of how to manage and operate a business.  

On the other hand, statistics show the success rate for new 

franchise companies to be much higher than that of independent 

start-ups. For example, a study by the International Franchise 

Statistics show the 

success rate for new 

franchise companies to 

be much higher than 

that of independent 

start-ups. 
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Association (IFA) suggested that as many as 95% of new franchises 

were still in business after five years, and 91% after seven years.   

To further support IFA’s figures, FranNet completed another 

survey where it followed 1,260 new franchises from 2006 to 2010 

to track their success rates. According to this study, 91% of the 

new franchises were still in business after two years, and 85% of 

these franchises were still in business at the end of four years.  

Both studies show a very high success rate for new franchise 

owners, but franchise businesses only account for about 10% of 

industry revenue. This means quality opportunities abound for the 

interested entrepreneur across all sectors! 

Remember the comparison between cleaning companies and 

umpires? When a job is done well, the game continues without 

comment or pause. When things get missed and quality begins to 

slip, however, the world begins to crumble, and customers begin 

to actively search for other possible solutions, in hopes that 

another service will be the answer.  

Based on an initial survey I conducted in 2017, I uncovered 

the top eight consistent challenges that business owners face in 

this industry. Then, in a nationwide BSC survey performed in 2018, 

I presented those eight challenges to over 5,000 contractors and 

asked that they rank them from most challenging to least.  

In the chapters that follow, we’ll look at the results of these 

surveys, discuss the reasons behind the persistent hang-ups they 

identified, and then I’ll share a variety of practical systems and 

strategies that I have found to be highly effective in solving each 

of the most common problems. My goal is for each person who 

reads this book to gain at least one crucial idea that could help 

them better their business.  

Ready? Here we go… 



 
 

 
 

 

CHAPTER TWO: 

I n c r e a s i n g  E m p l o y e e  

R e t e n t i on  

 
"It is said that employees don't leave companies,  

they leave people." 

Dale Carnegie 

 

 

At the risk of being overly direct, let me open this chapter by 

laying a thought out on the table: I believe the main cause of high 

employee turnover is self-inflicted through poor business 

practices on the part of managers and owners.  

 

Please do not shut the book based on that statement!  

 

I will freely admit that our employees have a personal stake 

in the problem. However, we, as leaders, need to be willing to be 

the solution. 

 

As I mentioned in the introduction, part of why I felt so drawn 

to owning a commercial cleaning business, was because I believed 

that through it, I could directly impact the lives of people and 

simultaneously affect the quality of an industry as a whole. This 
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has to start with addressing the most invasive issue that owners 

are dealing with: employee retention. 

Especially in commercial cleaning, employees are a business 

owners’ greatest asset and their greatest expense. We would be 

unable to stay in business without our employees, thus, the 

majority of our budget is allocated to staffing. To maintain the 

equilibrium of this delicate balance, we must adjust our mindset 

regarding employee turnover. Turnover is not the problem; it's 

merely an indicator of the problem. If we keep dwelling on the 

result (turnover), we will never resolve the root issue (employee 

retention).  

I have observed behaviors and 

overheard conversations that 

reflect the pervasive attitude that 

people – our most crucial asset – 

are just as disposable as dirty rags. 

Now, that may be a hard sentence 

to read, but unfortunately for many, they believe it to be true! We 

expect certain people to be bad, to not work out, or to have poor 

attitudes, but if they can just cover that open shift on Friday night, 

then we will look for another person to replace them on Monday… 

 

Wake up! These are people, and they are just as important as 

you and me! 

 

At this point, if this book were on audio, I would instruct you 

to shut your eyes and to imagine what I am about to describe… 

but since this is written text, please keep at least one eye open: 

 Imagine you have just been called in to interview with ABC 

Cleaning Services. You are excited to finally find a place that you 

Turnover is not the 

problem; it’s merely an 

indicator of the problem. 
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can call home; a place where you can work hard to earn a living 

that will support your family; a place where you can showcase 

your talents and hopefully even get rewarded with upward 

movement!  

When you arrive at ABC Cleaning Service’s location the next 

morning, it's hard to find the office. You finally notice the company 

sign hidden behind some weeds, leaning against the wall of a 

building. Then you notice an old blue van with a faded company 

logo parked nearby.  

“This must be the place,” you think to yourself. You go in and 

someone, whom you cannot see, hollers to you from somewhere 

in the depths of the office to grab a clipboard from the counter 

and complete the application. As you pick up the clipboard, you 

hear them yell, “Don't keep the pen!".  

As you select one of the five faded and mismatched chairs to 

sit in, you overhear someone else’s voice from another cubicle, 

bark, "The next time you don’t clock in, you can just bring in your 

shirts and the keys, because you’ll be fired! And you better get 

those blinds clean this time," followed by the clank of a phone 

handset being dropped onto its base. 

Once you complete your application, you take a moment to 

get a good look at your surroundings. Above the line-up of dirty 

vacuums along the wall, are some pictures of Employees of the 

Month. You perk up, but, as you look closer, you realize the photos 

are dated from three years ago, and there have been no more 

since then.  

“That's odd,” you think to yourself.  

As you walk around the small foyer, you notice your feet seem 

to be sticking to the very stained carpet, but then you’re distracted 

by the dead houseplant sitting atop two boxes of floor wax.  
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An employee wearing a tattered t-shirt featuring the 

company logo shuffles into the office. He’s holding a bag of dirty 

white rags in one hand, and holding his saggy pants up with the 

other. He obviously needs some clean rags, but the anonymous 

cubicle person is shouting at him from the back, to leave the dirty 

rags there on the floor, claiming they will try to get some to him, 

when they have time.  

As the grumbling employee swings the front door open to 

leave, a woman meanders into the room, acknowledges you with 

a forced smile, and asks you to come back for an interview. You 

follow her into a man’s office and sit across his disheveled desk, 

waiting for him to finish typing an email. Without bothering to 

introduce himself, he finally asks for your application.  

He stares at the clipboard, wordlessly, for about 60 seconds. 

You are proud of your work history as a supervisor at the local fast 

food establishment down the street and feel sure it will be 

noticed. Finally, he speaks, "So, what hours can you work, Friday 

through Sunday?".  

You describe the hours you are available, hoping they will 

impress him.  

"Do you have a car, with gas, because if you are not at work 

on time, you will not last here," is his only response.  

You are hoping that only missing two days in four years at 

your previous job will seal the deal. You start to answer, but get 

cut off as the phone rings. As he answers it, you can clearly hear 

the voice on the other end as the person in the cubicle just around 

the corner. The man at the messy desk snaps into the phone, "No, 

they cannot be off tonight! Tell them they will be fired if they don't 

show.”  
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He slams the phone back into its cradle and turns back 

around, recognizing your existence once more.  

He scribbles a note on the corner of your application, and 

mumbles, "You're hired. Just see Jessica down the hall, and she’ll 

give you your paperwork and a t-shirt. You can start tonight.” 

 

Okay, you can open your other eye now. The scene I just 

described is a combination of several situations I have witnessed 

over the years. How long do you think you would last, or even 

want to last, in an environment like this?   

 

Exactly. 

 

Now, imagine this next scenario: 

 

You receive a call from XYZ Janitorial Service, thanking you for 

applying for a career with their company. They ask some simple, 

but professional, qualifying questions via a phone interview, and 

then invite you to a meet and greet at their office on March 2nd 

between 10 AM and 2 PM. They let you know it will take no more 

than 45 minutes.  

The office is easy to find, and the entrance is clearly marked. 

As you enter the foyer, you are greeted at the door with a 

welcoming handshake and a hearty, "Welcome to XYZ, we are so 

pleased to meet you!”, they continue, "Our goal today is to get to 

know you better, and for you to learn more about us. Since you 

applied online, I already have a copy of your application, so if you 

can just have a seat here, we will be with you shortly. May I get 

you some water or a coffee?". 
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You tell them you are fine and take a seat in a comfortable 

and inviting waiting area. As you wait, you watch the video that’s 

quietly playing on the TV mounted on the wall. You can’t help but 

notice all the company’s awards and trophies tastefully displayed 

nearby, as well as the wall of fame with all the current employees 

of the month.  

After about 10 minutes, you and the other five people waiting 

are escorted back to a training room and are asked to watch a 

short presentation about the company and its career 

opportunities. At the end, and much to your surprise, the owner 

of the company comes in the room and shakes your hand, 

extending a warm welcome. He then goes on to explain this was 

just the first of five steps in the hiring process, and that he is very 

appreciative that you are considering XYZ as a career home.  

He then distributes a questionnaire, explaining, "The purpose 

of this interview step today was to give you a glance into our 

company, and for us to narrow down our candidates for the 

interview process. Please complete this survey, and I will be back 

in a few minutes to take them up and to give you further 

instructions.”  

At this point, your adrenaline kicks in as everyone starts 

writing.  

After a few minutes, the owner reenters the room to collect 

the papers and to introduce Jane, one of the front-line janitors 

who works on the weekend crew. Jane introduces herself as 

working for the company for seven years and then opens the floor 

for questions about the company. 

 

Okay - both eyes open again!  
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Given the option between company ABC or XYZ, which one 

would you prefer to work for, or to at least show up for on the first 

night? 

 

In this chapter, I want to address the six essential elements of 

hiring and retention processes that can have an enormous 

financial impact on you and your company. These practical 

applications will reduce your labor turnover, and will also improve 

the quality of your customer retention efforts. These key concepts 

will include: 

1. The reasons why we, as managers and owners, must 

change our mindset regarding employees 

2. How to determine the actual cost of turnover 

3. The ways times are changing, along with the people 

entering the workforce 

4. The hiring/ training process 

5. How to effectively reduce or remove poor performers 

6. Implementing quality retention programs 

 

 

 

 

This is the end of your special Sneak Peek into  

Troy Hopkin’s NEW book 
 

Making Cents of a Dirty Business 

How to Survive & Succeed in the  

Commercial Cleaning Industry. 

 

 

 


