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Restoration Operator Playbook: 2026 Industry
Trends

This is the pillar piece for The Restoration Operator’s Playbook — Tygart Media’s body of work on how

the industry’s best restoration companies are actually thinking in 2026. Every cluster article on this site

links back to this one. If you only read one piece of operational intelligence about restoration this year,

read this.

The industry is splitting in two

The industry is splitting in two.

If you run a restoration company in 2026, you can feel it even if you can’t name it yet. Something has

changed in the last eighteen months. The companies you used to compete with on price are starting to

look operationally different. The owners you grab a drink with at conferences are talking about things

that didn’t exist as topics two years ago. The carriers are quietly recalibrating who they trust with what

kind of work, and the criteria they’re using don’t always show up in TPA scorecards.
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The industry is splitting in two. Not by size. Not by geography. Not by certification. The split is

happening along a single axis: how seriously the company has thought about the difference between 

doing the work and operating the system that does the work.

Companies on one side of the split still think of themselves as a collection of trucks, technicians, and

jobs. They get up every morning and chase the work that came in the night before. They are very good at

the work itself. Their PMs are senior, their crews are loyal, their relationships with adjusters are warm.

They have been profitable for fifteen or twenty years doing exactly what they have always done.

Companies on the other side of the split think of themselves as a system. The work is the output, not the

identity. They invest in the operating layer — documentation, decision frameworks, training architecture,

technology, talent development — at a rate that looks excessive to their peers. They are not necessarily

larger. They are not necessarily growing faster on the top line. But over a five-year window, the gap

between the two groups becomes severe and, eventually, irreversible.

This is the playbook for the second group. It is also a warning to the first.

Why this is happening now

Restoration has always been an industry where tribal knowledge created a moat. A senior project

manager who has worked five hundred losses knows things that have never been written down

anywhere. The judgment that separates a profitable mitigation job from a money-losing one — when to

recommend pack-out, how aggressively to demo, which sub to call for which kind of structural drying

problem, how to read an adjuster’s tone on the first call — none of that lives in a textbook. It lives in the

heads of people who have been doing the work for a long time.

For most of the industry’s history, that fact was a feature. The senior PM was the asset. The owner who

hired and retained the best PMs ran the best company. Period.

That equation is changing in 2026. It is not changing because senior PMs matter less. They matter more

than ever. It is changing because, for the first time, that judgment can be encoded into systems that the

rest of the company can run.

The pieces have been arriving in stages. Cloud documentation made it possible to actually capture what

senior operators do. Generative AI made it possible to interrogate that documentation at speed and turn it

into decisions. And in early 2026, the infrastructure layer that lets companies build and run autonomous

workflows on top of all of it became a managed service. The work that used to require a six-month

engineering project is now a configuration question.
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What this means in practice is that the value of a senior operator is no longer just the work that operator

does directly. It is the work an entire system does in their image once their judgment has been captured

and encoded. A senior PM whose decision-making becomes the substrate for how the rest of the

company handles initial response, scope decisions, sub assignments, and customer communication is

worth something different — and something larger — than the same PM doing the work themselves.

The companies that understand this are quietly buying senior talent at the current price and treating that

talent as the raw material for the operating system they are about to build. The companies that don’t

understand it are still treating senior PMs as line-level production units, which means they are about to

overpay for talent in twenty-four months when the rest of the industry catches up to the repricing.

The mitigation-to-reconstruction problem

To make any of this concrete, start with the single most expensive operational decision in the entire

restoration economic chain: how mitigation gets handed off to reconstruction.

It is also one of the least understood, because most companies live on one side of the handoff or the

other. Mitigation-only firms see their job as ending at dryout. Reconstruction-only firms see their job as

starting from whatever the mitigation team left behind. Both groups treat the handoff as a logistics

problem when it is actually an economics problem, and the economics are brutal.

A mitigation team that demos too aggressively makes the rebuild more expensive than it had to be —

which means the homeowner runs out of coverage faster, which means fewer upgrades, which means a

less satisfied customer at the close-out. A mitigation team that demos too conservatively leaves moisture

or structural damage hidden, which means rework on the rebuild side, which means the carrier

eventually pushes back on the file and the reconstruction company eats the difference. A mitigation team

that documents poorly leaves the reconstruction estimator guessing, which costs days on every job and

creates scope arguments with the adjuster that didn’t have to happen. A mitigation team that doesn’t

think about flooring transitions, baseboard seams, ceiling textures, or trim profiles before they cut creates

rebuild work that takes longer and looks worse than it should.

Each of these decisions individually is small. In aggregate, across thousands of jobs per year, they

determine whether a regional restoration company is running on twelve percent net margin or twenty-

two percent net margin. They determine how many homeowners write the company a five-star review.

They determine whether the carrier sends the next loss to this company or to a competitor.

And almost none of it is taught. Mitigation crews are trained to dry the building. Reconstruction crews

are trained to put it back together. The interface between the two — the layer where the actual money is

made or lost — is treated as someone else’s problem on both sides.
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The companies that have figured this out have done one of two things. Either they have brought both

functions in-house and built the handoff into a single operational system, or they have built deliberate

mitigation prep standards and trained their subcontractor mitigation partners on them. Both moves reflect

the same underlying insight: the company that owns the end of the job has to own the beginning of the

job, because every decision at the beginning is a vote about what the end is going to look like.

Stephen Covey called it beginning with the end in mind. In restoration it is not a personal development

principle. It is a profit and loss statement.

Senior talent is the new force multiplier

If the operating layer is the new battleground, senior talent is the new force multiplier. This is the part of

the playbook most owners are still pricing wrong.

For the last two decades, the math on a senior project manager looked roughly like this: the PM produces

a certain volume of revenue per year, the company keeps a certain percentage of that revenue as gross

margin, the PM costs a certain salary plus benefits, the difference is the contribution. Owners who could

do that math could decide how many senior PMs to hire and how much to pay them.

That math is now incomplete. The senior PM is no longer just a producer. The senior PM is a teacher

whose judgment, once captured, runs across every job the company touches — including jobs the PM

never personally sees. The contribution from a single senior operator is no longer linear. It compounds.

Owners who are running on the old math are about to be outbid for senior talent by owners who are

running on the new math. This is happening already in pockets of the industry, especially in metro

markets where private equity has begun to show up. A senior PM who would have been worth $140,000

in 2023 is worth something materially higher to a buyer who plans to use that PM as the architect of an

operational system. The market hasn’t fully repriced yet. The arbitrage window for owners who move

now is real and finite.

This also reframes recruiting as a strategic function rather than a HR function. The recruiter who knows

which senior operators in a market are quietly thinking about a move, who understands what a

sophisticated buyer is willing to pay, and who can credibly explain to a candidate what the next chapter

of the industry looks like, is operating at a different altitude than the recruiter who is filling seats off a

job board. Owners who haven’t built that recruiting relationship yet are starting from behind.
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The new operating stack

The new operating stack.

The companies pulling away from the pack are building what amounts to a new operating stack. It does

not show up on the org chart. It rarely shows up in conference presentations because the operators

running it know that the longer they keep quiet, the longer the lead lasts. But the pattern is consistent

enough across geographies and company sizes to describe.

The first layer is documentation. Not policy manuals — those have always existed and rarely change

anything. The new documentation is operational decision capture. How do our best PMs decide whether

to recommend pack-out. How do they decide when to push back on an adjuster’s scope. How do they

handle the customer conversation when an estimate comes in higher than expected. The documentation

lives in a structured system that can be queried, not a binder on a shelf.

The second layer is structured training built on top of that documentation. New hires don’t shadow a

senior PM for a year hoping the right situations come up. They work through structured scenarios drawn

from the actual decision capture. The senior PM’s time is leveraged across the whole training cohort

instead of being burned on one apprentice at a time.

The third layer is technology — but the technology only works because the first two layers exist. AI

systems are extraordinary at applying captured judgment to new situations. They are useless at inventing
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judgment that was never captured. Companies that have spent two years building decision

documentation can plug in modern tooling and get force multiplication immediately. Companies that

haven’t done the documentation work are buying tools they cannot effectively use, which is why so

much restoration software ends up shelved.

The fourth layer is financial operations discipline that matches the operating discipline. Job-level WIP

tracking, real-time margin visibility, scope-change accountability, sub performance scorecards. The

reason this layer matters is that the first three layers will surface problems faster than the company can

act on them unless the financial visibility is in place. Operating clarity without financial clarity creates

frustration. The two have to move together.

Most companies in the industry have one of these layers. A few have two. A small number have three.

The companies that have all four are the ones running away from the pack, and they know exactly what

they have.

What this means for owners

What this means for owners.

If you own a restoration company and you have read this far, the implication is uncomfortable. The

decisions you make in the next twelve to twenty-four months matter more than the decisions you have
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made in the previous five years. The window in which the operating-system advantage can still be built

at a reasonable cost is open now and will not stay open.

This does not mean you need to spend a million dollars on technology. It means you need to be honest

about which of the four operating layers your company actually has, and which it doesn’t. It means you

need to identify the two or three senior operators whose judgment is load-bearing for your business and

start the documentation work — not in a way that scares them about being replaced, but in a way that

respects them as the architects of the next chapter. It means you need to look at your senior hire roster

and decide whether you have one or two more PMs you should be courting now, while the market hasn’t

fully repriced. It means you need to think about your mitigation-to-reconstruction handoff with the

seriousness it deserves, whether you own both sides or you partner.

It does not mean you need to do everything at once. It means you need to start. The companies that have

already started have a head start that compounds every quarter.

What this means for senior operators

If you are a senior PM, GM, or estimator reading this, the implication is different. Your value is rising.

Not in the abstract, sociological sense. In the concrete, dollars-on-the-table sense. The owners who

understand the new math are looking for people like you, and the recruiters who serve those owners are

looking on their behalf.

This is also a moment to think about what you actually want the next chapter of your career to look like.

Some senior operators are happiest doing the work they have always done in a company they have

always loved. That is a perfectly reasonable choice. Others are at a stage where they would rather use

their two decades of judgment to architect how a whole company operates instead of personally running

fifty jobs a year. That is now a real option in a way it was not five years ago. The companies that need

that kind of architect are willing to pay for it, and they are increasingly easy to find if you know who is

asking.

What this means for the rest of the industry

For the carriers, the TPAs, the manufacturers, and the trade associations, the implication is structural.

The contractor base you are working with is going to bifurcate over the next thirty-six months. The

companies on the operating-system side of the split are going to be more reliable, faster on cycle time,

more accurate on documentation, and less prone to the disputes that eat your time. They are also going to

expect to be treated differently than the rest of the panel. The companies on the other side of the split are
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going to look increasingly fragile by comparison, and the cost of working with them — in time, in

disputes, in customer satisfaction — is going to become harder to justify.

The smart move for everyone in the broader ecosystem is to start identifying which contractors are

building the operating system and which are not, and to design programs and incentives that pull more of

the industry toward the first group. The contractors who have built it will reward partners who recognize

them. The contractors who haven’t will need help getting there, and the partners who help them will own

those relationships for a decade.

Why we are publishing this

Tygart Media is publishing this body of work for one simple reason. The restoration industry is going

through the most consequential operational shift it has experienced in a generation, and most of the

people inside it do not yet have a vocabulary for what is happening. The owners are feeling it. The senior

operators are feeling it. The carriers are feeling it. But the conversation has not caught up to the reality.

This pillar — and the cluster of articles that will be published under it over the coming months — is an

attempt to give the industry that vocabulary. To name what is changing. To make it possible for owners

and operators to think clearly about decisions that, until now, they have been making on instinct in a fog.

We do not name companies in this work, ours or anyone else’s. Naming companies turns intelligence

into marketing, and the moment that happens the work loses its usefulness. What we publish here is

meant to be useful first. Operators should be able to read it and act on it without having to filter out a

sales pitch.

The companies that figure this out will not need to be told who is publishing the playbook. They will

already know.

Cluster articles published in this series

Mitigation-to-Reconstruction Intelligence (full cluster)

The Mitigation-to-Reconstruction Handoff: Where Restoration Companies Quietly Lose Half

Their Margin

The Documented Mitigation Prep Standard: The Operational Artifact Almost No Restoration

Company Actually Has

Photo and Documentation Discipline for Two Audiences: Mitigation’s Most Underrated

Operational Lever

1. 

2. 

3. 
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The Feedback Loop That Keeps a Mitigation Prep Standard Alive — and Why Most Companies

Skip It

The Shared Scoreboard: Why Mitigation and Reconstruction Need One Number They Both Own

AI in Restoration Operations (full cluster)

Why Most Restoration AI Projects Fail — and What the Few That Work Have in Common

What to Build First: The Restoration AI Sequencing Question Most Owners Get Wrong

The Senior Operator Is the Source Code: A Frame for Restoration AI That Changes the Math on

Hiring, Retention, and Documentation

The Economics of Agent-Assisted Restoration Operations: The Cost-Structure Shift That Will

Decide Who Is Profitable in 2028

How to Evaluate Restoration AI Tools Without Getting Fooled: The Buyer Framework for a

Difficult Vendor Environment

Senior Talent as Force Multiplier (full cluster)

The Restoration Talent Window Is Closing Faster Than You Think

The Senior Restoration Operator Compensation Question: Why the Old Math Is Producing the

Wrong Numbers in 2026

Recruiting as a Strategic Function: Why Restoration Senior Hiring Has Outgrown the HR Setup

Retention When the Operator Has Been Documented: Why Traditional Retention Math No Longer

Captures the Stakes

Building the Senior Restoration Career Path: The New Roles That Are Keeping Senior Talent in

the Industry

End-in-Mind Operations (full cluster)

The End-in-Mind Principle in Restoration: What Covey Actually Meant for Service Businesses

The Close-Out Test: A Cognitive Practice for Applying End-in-Mind Thinking to Real Restoration

Decisions

The Customer Lifetime Frame: Why the Restoration Job Is the Beginning of the Relationship, Not

the End

End-in-Mind Subcontracting: How the Companies You Pair With Determine What Your Customer

Remembers

The Owner’s End-in-Mind: Building the Restoration Company You Want to Hand Off, Sell, or Be

Proud of in Twenty Years
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Carrier & TPA Strategy (full cluster)

The Carrier Relationship as Strategic Asset, Not Operational Burden

Scope Discipline: How the Best Restoration Companies Defend Their Numbers Without Burning

the Carrier Relationship

The TPA Game: Understanding What Third-Party Administrators Actually Optimize For

Program Standing and How It Is Actually Won: The Unpublished Criteria That Determine

Restoration Work Flow

The Documentation Layer That Makes Every Carrier Conversation Easier

Crew & Subcontractor Systems (full cluster)

The Restoration Labor Crisis Is Real and the Companies Adapting to It Look Different

Building a Restoration Crew That Stays: Retention at the Field Level

The Restoration Scheduling Problem Is an Operating System Problem

Quality Control as a Continuous Practice, Not an End-of-Job Inspection

The Sub Bench: Building the Reserve Capacity That Lets a Restoration Company Say Yes

This pillar is being expanded with deep cluster articles on each of the operating layers described above

— AI in restoration operations, financial operations discipline, end-in-mind decision frameworks,

carrier and TPA strategy, crew and subcontractor systems, and more. Bookmark this page. Every new

cluster article will be linked here as it is published.
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