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Jay Riordan, CR, CGR Dream Design Builders, San Diego 

Design/build remodeling 
20 years in business 
2006 volume: $2.1 million 
Staff: 3 office, 2 field

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
When a client works with Dream Design Builders, they are treated 
to a unique artistic process. The design team spends about three 
hours designing a project right in front of a client in their home.

“They can see what gets cut and hits the floor,” says owner Jay 
Riordan (left, rear) who believes this method helps show clients that the company is listening to their 
concerns. “Clients love it and brag about the fun process and amazing results.” Riordan began the company 
after a post-high-school summer job working for a remodeler. “I loved building room additions and seeing 
happy clients. I realized that this could be a fun business,” Riordan says. “Instead of college, I chose to look 
to the industry for my education.”

Now, although most of Dream Design Builders' business is referrals, Riordan continues marketing efforts 
year-round through a showroom, a Web site, direct mail, and a monthly newspaper article about home 
remodeling. “I'd like to have 40 or 50 good clients a year and stay within a seven- to 10-mile radius,” he 
says. —S.F.
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“helps in our goal of preserving the city we love,” he says, but “also educates a potential client base about 
the beauty and significance of Portland's older homes.” —S.F.

Kevin and Amy O'Brien, Agape Construction Co., Kirkwood, Mo. 

Design/build remodeling and historic renovations 
21 years in business 
2006 volume: $3.4 million 
Staff: 8 f/t, 4 p/t office, 13 field

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Last year, more than 3,000 people toured a 110-year-old train depot 
that Agape Construction had transformed from a dilapidated shell 

into a 5,000-square-foot luxury home. The tour produced far more than a $1.5 million sale. “We are 
absolutely flush with leads and work,” says Kevin O'Brien, president. The company's name recognition and 
credibility soared, he says, including among prospects who had been contemplating hiring Agape 
Construction for their own homes. “We took them to the depot, and it was an instantaneous sale.”

Several factors contributed to the depot's success, beyond its architecture and craftsmanship. O'Brien (right, 
front) and his wife, Amy (left), convinced dozens of trade contractors and businesses to discount or donate 
services and materials. They staffed the depot and another tour home three days a week for eight months. 
And they pulled together private financing for the job, which banks deemed too risky.

Such complex maneuvers are nothing new to Agape (Greek for unconditional love), which also did land 
development until early this year. “Our rate of return is greater with remodeling,” O'Brien says. Second-
story additions, for instance, are “down to a science,” thanks to large crews that get in and out within days. 
Innovations such as a weekly manpower calendar and goals and results forms keep employees on task. And 
an accelerated sales system has slashed design drop-offs and strengthened profitability. —L.T.

Jerry Podesta, CR, CGBP, and Matt Podesta, Podesta Construction, San Francisco 

Design/build remodeling 
20 years in business 
2006 volume: $1.9 million 
Staff: 3 office, 6 field

Despite already being a well-regarded firm, Podesta Construction is 
a company in transition —going through something of a business 
remodel, if you will. Roughly half of the company's business last 
year was design/build, but that's where the future is, according to 
vice president Matt Podesta (left). “I wish we had been more 
aggressive about it a long time ago,” he says.
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In addition to quality craftsmanship, Matt says, Podesta 
Construction provides its clients with “professional design with 
professional budgeting and professional scheduling.” The company 
has partnered with an architect because, Matt says, “we don't have 
enough design opportunities to comfortably take [a designer] on 
[staff].” However, that could easily change as the company's focus 
turns more toward design/build.

Podesta Construction is very much a family business, as Matt isn't 
the only member of the second Podesta generation to work at the 
company, which was founded by his father, Jerry (right). His brother 
is the estimator and his sister recently finished her first year as office 
manager, with marketing being her primary responsibility. —H.A.

Photos: top, Agape Construction; bottom, Stephen Fridge

Victor Farina, Farina & Sons, Orlando, Fla. 

Full-service remodeling and custom homes 
57 years in business 
2006 volume: $4.5 million 
Staff: 2 office, 5 field

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
With remodeling projects that frequently top $1 million, Farina & 
Sons typically works its magic on Orlando's fine older homes 
without the additional stresses of homeowners living on-site during 
construction. This frees the company's skilled craftspeople to be 

their best, satisfying the high expectations that owner Victor Farina began developing as a boy riding along 
to jobs with his father, Mario (left), from whom he bought the company in 1981.

“I give them nothing but rope to do nothing but a good job,” Farina says. He hires well-rounded employees 
who excel at everything from foundations to finishes, provides generous pay and benefits, and then gets out 
of their way. “There are no clocks here, nobody punches in,” Farina says. “They just know that I've got to 
have top-notch quality.” Some of his employees began as trade contractors, whom he had “eyed for two or 
three years” before beginning the conversation that might bring them onboard, he says.
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Having worked in the field himself until the early '90s, Farina strives to visit each project every few days. 
It's one of many checks and balances that keep costs in line with estimates and keep profits strong. It also 
creates the kinds of projects that win awards and attract as many as 1,100 visitors at the annual Parade of 
Homes. —L.T.

John Murphy, CR, Murphy Bros. Designers & Remodelers, Minneapolis 

Design/build remodeling 
24 years in business 
2006 volume: $4.6 million 
Staff: 12 office, 17 field

 

There are a number of factors that justify John Murphy's decision to 
turn his remodeling company into a design/build firm nearly a 
decade ago. It's a better fit for the homeowners the Murphy Bros. 
targets as clients, and it gives the company more control over the 
sales process. In Murphy's words, it allows them to do “the right 
jobs for the right people.”

One byproduct of that decision is that as the staff grew, the final 
product went up in quality. “Our design has gotten better,” Murphy 
says, adding that his team of five designers “cares more about 
kitchens than I ever did.”

Murphy's business model is geared toward establishing relationships 
with clients, and it's working: about two-thirds of the company's 
business comes from repeat customers and referrals. The company's 
recently opened selections center helps make that always-difficult 
process run smoothly.

Murphy Bros. has three project managers who oversee a total of 10 carpenters, and the company's in-house 
painting division provides an extra measure of quality control. “Our painters leave a lasting impression as 
the last people on a job,” Murphy says. —H.A.
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