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One of the most popular events at the World of 
Concrete is the Fastest Trowel on the Block. You have 
several teams consisting of one bricklayer and one 
tender, each building a 30-foot-long 8-inch block 
wall, as high as they can go, in 20 minutes. Each 
bricklayer usually lays about 120 block. Then they 
get an extra 4 minutes to strike the joints. At the end 
of the build, the wall is judged on quantity, level, 
plumb, bond, straightness, etc., and the winner gets 
a big prize. 

That’s 120 blocks, laid correctly, in 24 minutes. 
Can an average bricklayer do that in 4 hours? Easily. 
Can an average bricklayer do that twice in 8 hours, 
making 240 for the day? Absolutely! Hold that 
thought.

Where DiD The Bricklayers Go?
For the past couple of years there has been plenty of 
work, but not enough bricklayers. There is definitely 
a shortage. When the Great Recession hit, maybe 
they turned to other jobs, but the sheer number of 
available bricklayers is way down. 

The longterm solution, of course, is to attract young 
people to the trade and train them, but what do we 
do right now when we simply don’t have the 
manpower to do the work under contract? If we 
have to make do with the number of bricklayers we 
have now, we simply have to find a way to get more 
production from them.

increasinG ProDucTion is The Way ForWarD
This was one of the topics at the roundtable 

discussion at the MCAA 2018 Midyear Meeting in 
Austin, Texas. Let me stop here and say, if you aren’t 
going to the roundtable networking sessions at the 
midyear meeting and the annual MCAA meeting at 
the World of Concrete, you are seriously missing out. 
The knowledge you gain from your fellow mason 
contractors during these three-hour brainstorming 
sessions (on everything from silica to insurance) is 
completely worth the plane trip and hotel bill. But I 
digress.

Part of the discussion was about production 
incentives and how employees of the company were 
compensated based on bringing a job in faster and 
under budget. For instance, Kent Bounds of Brazos 
Masonry discussed how their job superintendents 
were bonused 10% of the additional profit earned 
over the estimated profit in a given job. If the 
superintendent used his skill to manage the job 
day-to-day getting more production, and it made 
$100,000 more than estimated, he got a check for 
$10,000.

Having been in the masonry business with my dad 
for many years, using an extremely successful bonus 
system the whole time, I listened curiously for exactly 
how their incentive systems worked. Some talked 
about issuing bonuses at year end depending on the 
company’s overall profitability that year. Some talked 
about doing it quarterly. But, they all agreed it is a 
win-win proposition all the way around. When you 
compensate your men based on their production, 
production and profit always go up.

We Don'T have a ManPoWer ProBleM, 
We have a ProDucTion ProBleM
WORDS & PHOTO: JUSTIN BREIHAUPT, JR. OWNER OF NON STOP SCAFFOLDING
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here is WhaT is really PossiBle
What I’m about to say is going to blow your mind 
and possibly have you questioning my credibility, 
but it’s true. Please follow along and don’t dismiss 
this article until you’ve read it through and looked at 
the tables.

I’m in a position to talk to hundreds of masonry 
contractors a year, and I always ask them if they use 
an incentive system. Only about 5% say they do. 
Those that do are getting incredible production and 
very high profits. There are mason contractors out 
there who routinely get 1,600 modular brick and 400 
to 500 8-inch block per man per day. 

When I ask the 95% if they have ever played with 
the numbers to see if a bonus system would pay off, 
they say something like, “My guys are getting paid 
enough, I can’t afford any more.” or my all-time 
favorite myth “A man is only going to give you so 
many brick in a day.”

hoW iT Works
The most effective incentive systems rely on one 
simple truth: We only get paid based on materials 

in place. The faster the bricklayers lay, the bigger the 
draw. Theoretically, if the bricklayers lay twice as fast 
as we estimate, you cut both the job duration and 
the labor money spent almost in half. Now, if this 
really happened, you might have to hire a few extra 
laborers to tend these super-bricklayers, maybe 
another mixer man, and maybe another forklift 
operator to deliver the materials, but still, you’re 
talking about saving a whopping amount of labor.

Let’s look at an example of a simple brick job. I polled 
a few mason contractors in Texas after the 
midyear meeting and asked them how they estimate 
their brick jobs. Bricklayers make $25 an hour. They 
figure they’ll get 550 brick a man a day. They figure 
brickwork at $13.20 a square foot labor, and $8.80 a 
square foot materials. For a job with 276,000 brick, 
that’s about $900,000 L&M. Add 10%, $90,000, for 
OH and profit and you’re at a $990,000 bid price.
Now check out the table below. Line 1 shows that if 
the job goes as planned and the bricklayers lay 550 
a man a day, you’ll spend the actual labor money 
estimated, and make the actual $90,000 profit. Now, 
just to check the math used in the table look at line 
12. If they lay twice as fast as estimated (1100 a day 

Brick Job with 
276,000 Brick

Materials: $360,000
Labor: $540,000
OH & Profit: $90,000
Total Bid: $990,000

Projected Brick Per 
Man Per Day

Actually Laid Per 
Man Per Day

Percent Production 
Increase

Actual Labor Cost Extra Profit 
Generated

Total Profit

1 550 550 0% $540,000 $0 $90,000
2 550 600 9% $495,000 $45,000 $135,000
3 550 650 18% $456,923 $83,077 $173,077
4 550 700 27% $424,286 $115,714 $205,714
5 550 750 36% $396,000 $144,000 $234,000
6 550 800 45% $371,250 $168,750 $258,750
7 550 850 55% $349,412 $190,588 $280,588
8 550 900 64% $330,000 $210,000 $300,000
9 550 950 73% $312,632 $227,368 $317,368
10 550 1000 82% $297,000 $243,000 $333,000
11 550 1050 91% $282,857 $257,143 $347,143
12 550 1100 100% $270,000 $270,000 $360,000

Chart number 1 showing the effect on job profit of extra production over estimated production.



63

instead of 550), the job will be over in half the time 
and you’ll spend half the estimated labor (sure, as 
above, you won’t cut ALL the labor in half, but pretty 
very close to it). The other half of the labor, 
something less than $270,000, becomes profit (in 
addition to the $90,000 profit estimated).

Look at line 3. Adding only 100 brick a day shortens 
your job duration enough to darn near double your 
profit. When you start taking small chunks out of the 
big number - labor, and add it to the relatively 
small number - profit, you start to see how small 
reductions in labor turn into huge additions to profit.

hoW To Do iT
It is my personal opinion, based on years of 
experience and talking to other mason contractors, 
the best incentive systems compensate the 
bricklayers directly. After all, they are the men laying 
the units that put the extra money in the bank. I’m 
not saying to bonus only the bricklayers, just that 
the most successful systems always include the 
bricklayers. 

Now, the next logical question is, “How do we get 
the bricklayers to work faster?” Believe me, they can, 
remember the Fastest Trowel? The answer is to pay 
them for extra material over the “breakeven” amount 
in your bid. In our example job, your labor cost is 
$1.95 per brick ($540k labor / 276k brick). Give the 
bricklayers an extra $.50 per brick (or more) above 
550 and they will produce like crazy, with no 

difference in quality. Remember, any time you’re pay-
ing bonus, your estimated profit is guaranteed.

Take a look at the same job in the chart on page 64. 
This time we give the bricklayers extra money in 
order to get the higher profit. The bricklayer on line 
4 is laying an extra 150 brick a day which makes him 
an extra $75 a day, in addition to his $200 wages. It’s 
easy for him. He loves this.

Pay their bonus on a separate check, preferably a 
different color. I know it’s easier to add it to their 
regular check, but don’t. This keeps it fresh in their 
minds that this is additional money they earned by 
working faster. It will also motivate others who 
notice the extra check to hone their skills and 
become a bonus bricklayer.

The Bonus money goes into a weekly pool and it’s 
divided equally at the end of the payroll week. This is 
mandatory. Why? Bricklayers live paycheck to 
paycheck. Telling them to work faster and they will 
get a bonus at the end of the job, or the end of the 
year, does not work. You have to pay the bonus 
weekly.

If they have a week that falls below breakeven, 
forgive it and move on. Wipe the slate clean every 
week. If they have a bunch of slow work in a job (like 
planters in a mall or bathrooms) you’ll see them put 
that all in one payroll week.

Justin Breithaupt, Sr. (1930 - 2017) was an innovative mason 
contractor in Shreveport, LA from 1954 to 1983. His passion for 
efficiency and higher production lead him to create corner pole 
systems, different material handling systems, and his own 
scaffolding system now marketed as Non-Stop Scaffolding.

When Justin created his bonus system in 1969, it magnified the 
need for a new scaffolding system. He finally perfected it in 1976 
and offered Non-Stop Scaffolding to his fellow mason contractors. 
It quickly began to out-pace Justin Breithaupt Masonry, Inc. 

When a horrible building recession hit the South in the early ‘80s, 
Justin transitioned over to scaffolding fulltime. Though he loved his 
masonry business and threatened to start it up again, he never did.  
Justin’s contributions to the masonry industry earned him a spot in 
the Masonry Hall of Fame in 2017.
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Brick Job with 
276,000 Brick

Materials: $360,000 Brick in Job: 276,000
Labor: $540,000 Bonus/brick 

over 550:
$0.50

OH & Profit: $90,000
Total Bid: $990,000

Projected Brick Per 
Man Per Day

Actually Laid Per 
Man Per Day

Percent Production 
Increase

Actual Labor Cost Extra Profit 
Generated

Bonus Paid to 
Bricklayers

Total Profit

1 550 550 0% $540,000 $0 $0 $90,000
2 550 600 9% $495,000 $45,000 $11,500 $135,000
3 550 650 18% $456,923 $83,077 $21,231 $173,077
4 550 700 27% $424,286 $115,714 $29,571 $205,714
5 550 750 36% $396,000 $144,000 $36,800 $234,000
6 550 800 45% $371,250 $168,750 $43,125 $258,750
7 550 850 55% $349,412 $190,588 $48,706 $280,588
8 550 900 64% $330,000 $210,000 $53,667 $300,000
9 550 950 73% $312,632 $227,368 $58,105 $317,368
10 550 1000 82% $297,000 $243,000 $62,100 $333,000
11 550 1050 91% $282,857 $257,143 $65,714 $347,143
12 550 1100 100% $270,000 $270,000 $69,00 $360,000

Chart number 2 showing the effect on total job profit when an incentive system is in place.

Give TheM The equiPMenT They neeD
You can’t get much beyond line 4 on conventional 
frames. It’s too much bending and stooping, running 
scaffold-high and moving, and stop/start to hop 
planks. Plus, constantly tearing down and re-building 
conventional frames on a bonus job will eat you alive 
in labor. Crank-up scaffolding 45 feet high moves 
from wall to wall with a forklift at the rate of 90 feet 
an hour. That’s about 1/6 the moving cost of frames.
 
To get past line 4 you need crank-up scaffolding or 
mast-climbers. Just imagine how many brick a man 
can lay in a day if he is laying a theoretical straight 
wall, waist-high, 2000 feet long, and never having 
to stop. He keeps his momentum. When they are on 
elevating scaffolding, there is a lot less work for the 
laborers, too - just crank for three minutes and tend 
the bricklayers for 20 minutes.

your neW JoB siTe culTure Will eMerGe
I remember back when my dad told his men his new 
Bonus System, even bricklayers who had been with 
him continuously for years thought he was crazy. It 

took them a solid month of getting bonus checks 
to realize it was for real. They couldn’t understand 
how he could pay them this additional money, so he 
sat down with any of them who wanted to see the 
numbers and showed them how if they made $100 
in bonus, he made $100 in additional profit (he gave 
them half of labor saved. So, if a 10-man crew made 
$100 each in bonus, he made $1000. He was literally 
splitting his extra profit with them. As a result, they 
developed a new trust in him.

Morale and loyalty will go up to a new high. They all 
thought they were underpaid - now they’re working 
for a company who truly pays them what they’re 
worth. Production goes way up with no loss of quality. 
They were capable of it all along. This might make 
you very mad, but shake it off, chalk it up to human 
nature, and focus on your new-found profits. 

Your men will start to solve their own problems - 
problems that used to kill a lot of your time. They’ll 
take their breaks on the scaffold, or not at all. Your 
jobs will run as if you were there all day. Some 
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superstar producers will emerge who match their 
paychecks with bonus checks and insist on working 
together. Accommodate them. It will snowball.

Any new bricklayer who doesn’t produce usually 
won't last a day on a bonus job. The men on the 
wall will tell the foreman to get rid of him at the first 
break (because that man is costing them money). 
You will hear about it before lunch when the 
foreman calls in for the new man's check.
 
If you need more bricklayers, your men will get them 
for you. They will bring you bricklayers who are faster 
than they are (so they don’t drag the count down). If 
you have to lay some men off, they will always come 
back when you get more work because you pay 
more than anyone else. They will leave where they’re 
working and come back to you.

TiPs anD Tricks
They will develop tricks to work more efficiently. For 
instance, our bricklayers only cut their mortar off 
once. They got enough to throw a head joint and 
kept moving. They got the rest with their jointer as 
they struck the joints.

Some bricklayers gave the laborers a little money 
each day to strike up and hand them brick. When we 
went non-union, we hired guys to do that, especially 
summer help. Many of them came back to learn to 
lay brick with us because we paid so well.
 
On a school job, for instance, you’ll see one crew set 
up with a different breakeven for the inside corridor 
block walls, and a different crew for the exterior 
brick.

MayBe This is hoW We GroW The WorkForce
I truly believe that companies who adopt a 
performance-based pay system can use it to attract 
new apprentices to the trade. If bricklayers become 
the highest paid trade, we can assure a steady 
supply of manpower for the future.



Follow-Up on the Bonus Article

Since the publication of the original article, I’ve been asked many questions about the finer points of the bonus system we used in the 
masonry business. Many of the questions were about the specific effect on the mason’s check. The table below now has a column 
showing the effect on a single mason’s check. This table is for a BLOCK job.

Bonus is calculated on average daily production for one payroll week. Therefore, you would multiply the daily breakeven times the 
number of work days in the payroll week, and subtract that from the total number of blocks laid in that week, to get the total number 
of blocks subject to bonus. 

This example shows a block job with the bonus at $2.00 per block. To really get the masons’ attention, you can tell them, “I’m actually 
paying you $1.36 for every block you put in the wall. If you move a little faster, I’ll pay you $2 a block for every block you lay over 
150 a day, averaged over a week.”  (You’re actually saving $6.34 per block.) This WILL get their attention. After seeing a few bonus 
checks, you’ll be amazed at the extra production. This is how some mason contractors, using elevating scaffolding (or mast-climbers) 
are getting 400 to 500 8-inch blocks per man per day. If you’re unsure of $2 a block, start at a dollar. You can always increase it.

BLOCK	JOB	WITH	110,000	BLOCK

A B C D E F G H I J K L

Labor: $697,000

Profit: $110,000 Bonus/block	over	150: $2.00 <---	Enter	Bonus	Per	Block	Here

Total	blocks	in	Job: 110,000

Est.	blocks/man/day: 150 (breakeven) Estimated	Mason's	Pay	Per	Block	Before	Bonus3: $1.33

Incremental	Increase: 10 blocks	per	line	below. Estimated	TOTAL	Labor	Cost	Per	Block4: $6.34

Mason	wage	per	hr: $25.00

Estimated	

Block	Per	

Mason	Per	

Day

Actually	

Laid	Per	

Day

Percent	

Production	

Increase

Actual	Labor	

Cost	For	The	

Job

Gross	Job	

Profit		Before	

Bonus
1

Bonus	Paid	To	

Masons	For	

The	Entire	Job
2

Net	Job	Profit	

Because	of	

Bonus

%	Profit	

Increase	

Because	of	

Bonus

Bonus	$	

Per	Day	

Per	Mason

Mason's	

Wages	Per	

5-Day	

Week

Bonus	$	

Per	5-Day	

Week	Per	

Mason

Mason's	Pay	

Per	Week	

Including	

Bonus:

1 150 150 0% $697,000 $110,000 $0 $110,000 0% $0 $1,000 $0 $1,000

2 150 160 7% $653,438 $153,563 $13,750 $139,813 27% $20 $1,000 $100 $1,100

3 150 170 13% $615,000 $192,000 $25,882 $166,118 51% $40 $1,000 $200 $1,200

4 150 180 20% $580,833 $226,167 $36,667 $189,500 72% $60 $1,000 $300 $1,300

5 150 190 27% $550,263 $256,737 $46,316 $210,421 91% $80 $1,000 $400 $1,400

6 150 200 33% $522,750 $284,250 $55,000 $229,250 108% $100 $1,000 $500 $1,500

7 150 210 40% $497,857 $309,143 $62,857 $246,286 124% $120 $1,000 $600 $1,600

8 150 220 47% $475,227 $331,773 $70,000 $261,773 138% $140 $1,000 $700 $1,700

9 150 230 53% $454,565 $352,435 $76,522 $275,913 151% $160 $1,000 $800 $1,800

10 150 240 60% $435,625 $371,375 $82,500 $288,875 163% $180 $1,000 $900 $1,900

11 150 250 67% $418,200 $388,800 $88,000 $300,800 173% $200 $1,000 $1,000 $2,000

12 150 260 73% $402,115 $404,885 $93,077 $311,808 183% $220 $1,000 $1,100 $2,100

13 150 270 80% $387,222 $419,778 $97,778 $322,000 193% $240 $1,000 $1,200 $2,200

14 150 280 87% $373,393 $433,607 $102,143 $331,464 201% $260 $1,000 $1,300 $2,300

15 150 290 93% $360,517 $446,483 $106,207 $340,276 209% $280 $1,000 $1,400 $2,400

16 150 300 100% $348,500 $458,500 $110,000 $348,500 217% $300 $1,000 $1,500 $2,500

17 150 310 107% $337,258 $469,742 $113,548 $356,194 224% $320 $1,000 $1,600 $2,600

18 150 320 113% $326,719 $480,281 $116,875 $363,406 230% $340 $1,000 $1,700 $2,700

19 150 330 120% $316,818 $490,182 $120,000 $370,182 237% $360 $1,000 $1,800 $2,800

20 150 340 127% $307,500 $499,500 $122,941 $376,559 242% $380 $1,000 $1,900 $2,900

1
Elevating	scaffolding	or	mast-climbers	can	get	you		30%	more	production	without	a	bonus	system.	On	frames	AND	using	a	bonus	system,

		you	can	get	20%	more	production,	but	that's	about	all.
2
Some	weeks	will	only	breakeven.	Your	crew	on	this	bonus	system	will	figure	out	it's	smart	to	put	their	slow	work	in	single	payroll	weeks.
3
This	is	his	daily	pay	divided	by	the	estimated	number	of	blocks	per	day	.			
4
This	is	the	total	labor	$	for	the	ENTIRE	crew	divided	by	the	number	of	blocks	in	the	job.	This	is	the	amount	of	money	you	save	every	time

		they	lay	one	more	than	the	breakeven	number.

Important	points	to	remember:

•	If	you're	paying	any	bonus	at	all,	your	estimated	profit	is	guaranteed.

•	The	more	bonus	you	pay,	the	more	money	YOU	are	making.	Compare	columns	G	and	L.



The chart below is a variation of the brick job in the article.

This example shows a brick job with the bonus at $0.50 per brick. To really get the masons’ attention, you can tell them, “I’m actually 
paying you $1.36 for every brick you put in the wall. If you move a little faster, I’ll pay you 50¢ a brick for every brick you lay over 
550 a day, averaged over a week.”  (You’re actually saving $1.96 per brick.) This WILL get their attention. After seeing a few bonus 
checks, you’ll be amazed at the extra production. This is how some mason contractors are getting 1200 to 1500 brick per man per day.

BRICK	JOB	WITH	276,000	BRICK

A B C D E F G H I J K L
Labor: $540,000
Profit: $90,000 Bonus/brick	over	550: $0.50

Total	brick	in	Job: 276,000
Est.	brick/man/day: 550 (breakeven) Estimated	Mason's	Pay	Per	Brick	Before	Bonus3: $0.36

Incremental	Increase: 50 bricks	per	line	below. Estimated	TOTAL	Labor	Cost	Per	Brick4: $1.96
Mason	wage	per	hr: $25.00 	
Estimated	
Brick	Per	
Mason	Per	

Day
Actually	
Laid

Percent	
Production	
Increase

Actual	Labor	
Cost	For	The	

Job

Gross	Job	
Profit		Before	

Bonus1

Bonus	Paid	To	
Masons	For	

The	Entire	Job2

Net	Job	Profit	
Because	of	
Bonus

%	Profit	
Increase	
Because	of	
Bonus

Bonus	$	
Per	Day	

Per	Mason

Mason's	
Wages	Per	
5-Day	
Week

Bonus	$	
Per	5-Day	
Week	Per	
Mason

Mason's	Pay	
Per	Week	
Including	
Bonus:

1 550 550 0% $540,000 $90,000 $0 $90,000 0% $0 $1,000 $0 $1,000
2 550 600 9% $495,000 $135,000 $11,500 $123,500 37% $25 $1,000 $125 $1,125
3 550 650 18% $456,923 $173,077 $21,231 $151,846 69% $50 $1,000 $250 $1,250
4 550 700 27% $424,286 $205,714 $29,571 $176,143 96% $75 $1,000 $375 $1,375
5 550 750 36% $396,000 $234,000 $36,800 $197,200 119% $100 $1,000 $500 $1,500
6 550 800 45% $371,250 $258,750 $43,125 $215,625 140% $125 $1,000 $625 $1,625
7 550 850 55% $349,412 $280,588 $48,706 $231,882 158% $150 $1,000 $750 $1,750
8 550 900 64% $330,000 $300,000 $53,667 $246,333 174% $175 $1,000 $875 $1,875
9 550 950 73% $312,632 $317,368 $58,105 $259,263 188% $200 $1,000 $1,000 $2,000
10 550 1000 82% $297,000 $333,000 $62,100 $270,900 201% $225 $1,000 $1,125 $2,125
11 550 1050 91% $282,857 $347,143 $65,714 $281,429 213% $250 $1,000 $1,250 $2,250
12 550 1100 100% $270,000 $360,000 $69,000 $291,000 223% $275 $1,000 $1,375 $2,375
13 550 1150 109% $258,261 $371,739 $72,000 $299,739 233% $300 $1,000 $1,500 $2,500
14 550 1200 118% $247,500 $382,500 $74,750 $307,750 242% $325 $1,000 $1,625 $2,625
15 550 1250 127% $237,600 $392,400 $77,280 $315,120 250% $350 $1,000 $1,750 $2,750
16 550 1300 136% $228,462 $401,538 $79,615 $321,923 258% $375 $1,000 $1,875 $2,875
17 550 1350 145% $220,000 $410,000 $81,778 $328,222 265% $400 $1,000 $2,000 $3,000
18 550 1400 155% $212,143 $417,857 $83,786 $334,071 271% $425 $1,000 $2,125 $3,125
19 550 1450 164% $204,828 $425,172 $85,655 $339,517 277% $450 $1,000 $2,250 $3,250
20 550 1500 173% $198,000 $432,000 $87,400 $344,600 283% $475 $1,000 $2,375 $3,375

1Elevating	scaffolding	or	mast-climbers	can	get	you	30%	more	production	without	a	bonus	system.	On	frames	AND	using	a	bonus	system,

		you	can	get	20%	more	production,	but	that's	about	all.
2Some	weeks	will	only	breakeven.	Your	crew	on	this	bonus	system	will	figure	out	it's	smart	to	put	their	slow	work	in	single	payroll	weeks.
3This	is	his	daily	pay	divided	by	the	estimated	number	of	bricks	per	day	.			
4This	the	total	labor	$	for	the	ENTIRE	crew	divided	by	the	number	of	bricks	in	the	job.	This	is	the	amount	of	money	you	save	every	time

		they	lay	one	more	than	the	breakeven	number.

Important	points	to	remember:
•	If	you're	paying	any	bonus	at	all,	your	estimated	profit	is	guaranteed.
•	The	more	bonus	you	pay,	the	more	money	YOU	are	making.	Compare	columns	G	and	L.

We made hundreds of thousands of dollars every year with this system. If you would like more information about the system, feel free 
to call me at Non-Stop Scaffolding at 800-845-0845. If you have a job coming up, I can run your numbers through this spreadsheet 
and email you the results.

- Justin Breithaupt, Jr.
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