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Mitigation Reconstruction Handoff: Stop
Losing Margin

This is the first cluster article in the Mitigation-to-Reconstruction Intelligence series, published under 

The Restoration Operator’s Playbook. If you haven’t read the pillar piece yet, start there.

The most expensive moment in restoration is invisible

Walk a restoration job from the first call through the final walkthrough and ask an honest operator where

the money is actually made or lost. The answers come back in different orders depending on who you

ask, but one moment shows up on almost every list and almost never gets the attention it deserves.

It is the moment the mitigation crew packs up the last air mover and the reconstruction estimator opens

the file for the first time.

Nothing dramatic happens in that moment. There is no signature. There is no transition meeting. On most

jobs, the two teams never speak. The mitigation supervisor uploads the dryout report, the file moves into

a different bucket in the operations system, and someone on the reconstruction side picks it up the next

morning and starts trying to figure out what they are looking at.

That moment, repeated across every loss the company touches in a year, determines more about whether

the business runs at twelve percent net or twenty-two percent net than almost any other operational

variable. And it is treated, in most companies, as a logistics problem.

It is not a logistics problem. It is the most expensive economics problem in the industry.

What the mitigation crew is actually doing — and why it costs the

rebuild

To see the economics clearly, watch the mitigation crew make the small decisions they make hour by

hour on a Cat 3 water loss in a residential structure.

The lead tech walks the affected area and decides what gets removed. Baseboards or no baseboards.

Bottom two feet of drywall or full sheets. Carpet pad or carpet and pad. Cabinet kicks or cabinet boxes.

Each of these decisions takes ninety seconds. Each of them is being made by a tech whose training,
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incentives, and tools are entirely oriented toward one thing: getting the structure dry as fast and as

defensibly as possible.

None of those decisions are being made with the reconstruction job in mind. The tech is not thinking

about whether the homeowner has a continuous run of luxury vinyl plank that will need to be tied back

into the unaffected area. The tech is not thinking about whether the cabinet line was a discontinued

profile that the rebuild team is going to spend three weeks trying to source. The tech is not thinking

about whether the drywall cut line they just made twenty-eight inches off the floor is going to look like a

scar on a finished wall in a hallway with raked lighting. The tech is thinking about moisture content,

about evaporation rates, about whether they have enough air movers staged. They are doing exactly the

job they were trained and paid to do.

Meanwhile, two days later, the reconstruction estimator opens the file and finds out what the tech

decided. They find out that the cabinet kicks were removed but the boxes were left, which means the

cabinets cannot be repaired in place and the homeowner is now looking at a full kitchen cabinet

replacement instead of a partial one. They find out that drywall was cut at twenty-eight inches across

three rooms with different ceiling heights, which means three different fix-up details and three different

paint scopes instead of one. They find out that the LVP was removed from the affected area but not

floated out to a natural transition line, which means a t-strip in a doorway the homeowner is going to

notice every time they walk through it for the next ten years.

None of these are mitigation mistakes. The crew did the mitigation correctly. They are reconstruction

problems created by mitigation decisions made without reconstruction knowledge in the room.

The estimator now has three choices. They can write the scope to do the job properly, which means a

higher number than the carrier was expecting and a fight to get it approved. They can write the scope to

fit what the carrier expects and absorb the difference internally, which means margin gets eaten on the

reconstruction side. Or they can write a scope that cuts corners to hit the number, which means the

homeowner ends up with a finished product that does not match what they had before, which means a

complaint, a callback, or a one-star review.

All three of those outcomes are the result of the same upstream cause: a mitigation decision made by

someone who was not thinking about the rebuild.

Why the industry has accepted this for so long

The mitigation-to-reconstruction handoff problem is not new. Senior operators have known about it for

decades. The reason the industry has lived with it is structural.
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For most of the industry’s history, mitigation and reconstruction were treated as two different businesses.

Mitigation was the high-velocity, lower-margin response work. Reconstruction was the longer-cycle,

higher-margin build-back work. Different skills, different equipment, different scheduling rhythms, often

different licensing and insurance. A lot of companies chose to specialize in one or the other on purpose.

That specialization made sense at the unit level. It still does, in many ways. But it also created an

industry where the two halves of the same job evolved separately, with their own training pipelines, their

own software, their own measurement systems. Mitigation companies got measured on dryout time and

equipment efficiency. Reconstruction companies got measured on cycle time and gross margin. Almost

no one got measured on whether the handoff between the two created or destroyed value.

The handoff fell into a measurement gap. And anything that falls into a measurement gap in a service

business eventually becomes the place where money quietly leaks.

The other reason the industry has lived with this is that the leak is hard to see on a single job. A few extra

hours of estimator time. A small upcharge that gets eaten somewhere. A homeowner who is mostly

satisfied but writes a four-star review instead of a five-star. None of it is dramatic. None of it shows up as

a single line item on a P&L. But across two thousand jobs a year, it adds up to a number that is large

enough to be the difference between a company that is reinvesting in its operating system and a company

that is treading water.

What the best companies are actually doing

The companies that have figured this out have made one of three structural moves. Each works. They are

not the same move, and the choice depends on the company’s geography, capital position, and

operational maturity.

The first move is to bring both functions in-house. The same company does the mitigation and the

reconstruction. The handoff becomes an internal handoff between two crews who answer to the same

operations leader and whose incentives can be aligned by leadership choice. This is the cleanest solution

and also the most expensive to set up. It requires the company to be good at two genuinely different

operational disciplines instead of one. Companies that pull it off tend to dominate their markets, partly

because of the operational integration and partly because the marketing story it produces — “the team

that handed you back your home was the same team that responded the night of the loss” — is a strong

story that resonates with homeowners who have been burned before.

The second move is to keep mitigation and reconstruction separate but build deliberate handoff standards

and train mitigation partners on them. This is the move that gets used by reconstruction-heavy companies

who do not want to run a 24/7 mitigation operation but who depend on a network of mitigation partners.
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The reconstruction firm publishes a documented set of mitigation prep standards — how to cut, where to

cut, what to remove, what to leave, how to document — and trains the mitigation companies they work

with on those standards. The mitigation companies adopt the standards because the reconstruction firm is

a reliable referral source for jobs they could not finish themselves. The reconstruction firm gets jobs that

come in pre-prepped for the rebuild. Both sides benefit. The relationship is sticky.

The third move is the inverse: a mitigation-heavy company builds the standards and trains its

reconstruction partners on what kind of mitigation prep they have done so the rebuild side can take

advantage of it. This is rarer because it requires the mitigation company to think like a reconstruction

company, which most do not. But the few that do are differentiating themselves with reconstruction

firms in their market who quickly learn that jobs prepped by this particular mitigation company are

easier to estimate, easier to scope, and easier to close out. The mitigation company gets preferred status

in the referral flow.

All three moves reflect the same underlying insight. The handoff is too important to leave to chance. It

has to be designed.

What “designing the handoff” actually looks like

The phrase “design the handoff” sounds abstract. In practice it is concrete and unglamorous. The

companies doing it well have built their solution around five things.

The first is a documented mitigation prep standard. Not a binder. A living document, version-controlled,

that specifies how to make the cut decisions that have downstream reconstruction consequences. Where

to cut drywall, how to handle baseboard removal, how to treat trim, how to manage flooring transitions,

how to document existing conditions, how to handle cabinetry, how to handle ceiling textures, how to

capture the small finish details that the rebuild team is going to need to match. The standard is written by

someone who has done both sides of the job and updated whenever a recurring rebuild problem traces

back to a mitigation decision.

The second is photo and documentation discipline that is built around what the rebuild team needs to see,

not just what the carrier needs to see. The mitigation crew is photographing for two audiences. The first

is the adjuster who needs to validate the loss. The second is the estimator who needs to scope the rebuild.

The photo set the rebuild team needs is different from the photo set the adjuster needs. Companies that

have figured this out have a documented photo capture protocol that satisfies both. Companies that have

not figured it out are still relying on whatever the mitigation tech happened to remember to shoot.

The third is a structured handoff artifact. Some companies use a template form. Some use a software-

driven handoff package. Some use a brief synchronous conversation between the mitigation supervisor
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and the reconstruction estimator at a defined point in the job lifecycle. The format matters less than the

existence of the handoff. The point is that the rebuild team is not picking up a file and starting from a

cold read.

The fourth is a feedback loop. When the rebuild team encounters a problem that traces back to a

mitigation decision, that information has to flow back to the mitigation team and into the standard.

Without a feedback loop, the same mistakes get made on the next job. With a feedback loop, the standard

gets sharper every quarter and the company’s effective handoff quality compounds over time.

The fifth is shared metrics. The mitigation team and the reconstruction team need to share at least one

number that they are both accountable for. The number that works in most companies is total job cycle

time and total job margin, measured at the job level not the function level. Once both teams are sharing

the same scoreboard, the conversations about the handoff stop being political and start being operational.

None of these five things require new technology. They require operational seriousness. The technology,

when it shows up, makes them faster and more consistent — but the underlying discipline has to exist

first.

Why this matters more in 2026 than it did in 2022

The handoff problem is not new. The reason to address it now is that the consequences of ignoring it are

getting more expensive every year.

Carriers have been steadily tightening on scope discipline. The room a contractor used to have to absorb

a couple of hours of estimator rework is shrinking as TPAs get more sophisticated about pattern

detection across files. Homeowners have access to public reviews that travel further and faster than they

did a decade ago, and a four-star review on a complex water loss tells the story of a handoff that did not

quite work. Labor costs in both mitigation and reconstruction have continued to climb, which means

every hour of avoidable rework is more expensive than it was. And the gap between the operationally

serious companies and the operationally casual ones is becoming visible to the carriers in ways that

translate into program placement and referral flow.

The companies that fix the handoff in 2026 are going to compound the advantage for the rest of the

decade. The companies that keep treating it as a logistics problem are going to wake up in 2028 and find

that their margin profile has slowly drifted in the wrong direction without any single dramatic event they

can point to.
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The honest place to start

If you run a restoration company and you have read this far, the honest place to start is not a software

purchase. It is a single afternoon spent walking the last ten completed reconstruction jobs with both the

rebuild lead and the mitigation supervisor in the room.

Pull the files. Walk the timelines. For each job, ask one question: was there a moment in the rebuild

where we did extra work, made a concession, or had a homeowner complaint that traced back to a

decision the mitigation team made — or didn’t make — at the front of the job?

Most operators who run that exercise honestly come away with the same reaction. They knew the

handoff was costing them. They did not know it was costing them this much. The afternoon turns into a

working session on what a documented prep standard would actually look like, and the company starts

the journey.

It is one afternoon. It is the most valuable afternoon most restoration owners will spend this year.

This is the first article in the Mitigation-to-Reconstruction Intelligence cluster under The Restoration

Operator’s Playbook. Future articles in the cluster will go deeper on the documented prep standard,

photo protocols, the feedback loop architecture, and the carrier and TPA dynamics that reward

companies who get this right.
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