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SERVICE
PROVIDERS

AND
INTERNET
PRICING: 

A Battle of Wills
POOL BUILDERS AND REPAIR TECHNICIANS 

FOCUS ON SERVICE IN FACE 
OF TOUGH REALITIES

ABOUT ONLINE SHOPPING.
BY MICHELLE L. CRAMER
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“IT’S A SHAME THAT THE PEOPLE WHO 
HAVE BUILT THIS SERVICES INDUSTRY — 

THOSE WHO HAVE THE CALLUSES ON THEIR 
HANDS FROM BUILDING BUSINESSES OVER 

THE LAST 20 YEARS — ARE SUFFERING 
NOW BECAUSE OF THE INTERNET.”

– BOB DOOLEY, PRESIDENT
LAKE NORMAN POOL & SPA

SERVICE PROVIDERS AND INTERNET PRICING

BROWSING FOR BETTER PRICES
The major downfall to the Internet is the staunch difference in 
prices on pool and spa parts when compared to those offered 
through a service provider — in the eyes of a customer, that is. 

“There’s no question that the Internet has affected overall 
sales — buying habits have changed dramatically in the last five 
to 10 years,” says Bob Dooley, president of Lake Norman Pool 
& Spa in North Carolina. “It’s a shame that the people who 
have built this services industry — those who have the calluses 
on their hands from building businesses over the last 20 years 
— are suffering now because of the Internet.”

The problem is customers now like to shop around. “I 
recently went out for a job, and the guy wanted to replace his 
equipment,” recalls Dick Nichols, Region 10 IPSSA director 
and owner of Genie Pool and 
Spas. “I gave him a quote 
and, by the time I was back 
in the office, he called and 
was looking at Internet prices 
and wanting more details on 
the part. So now he’s wasted 
my time.”

BATTLING 
MISCONCEPTIONS
Because Internet prices for 
parts are so low, customers 
tend to think service providers are overcharging for parts and 
installation. What customers fail to recognize is the overhead 
that goes into providing the services in the first place.

 “I have to pay for the service call — for the tires I just put 
on the service truck,” Nichols says. “I might take a pump, for 
example, and mark it up a little bit, but then I have to build 

into it all the PVC fittings, electrical fittings — anything going 
in there. I also have the disposal fee of the old equipment and 
cleaning up — those type of things. So, when someone asks 
me what it’s going to cost to install a pump, I have a flat fee. 
Invariably, I will get that person who will ask what the price of 
the pump is, but what does it matter? The pump is only part of 
the cost — this is what it costs to install it because I’m a con-
tractor, not a retail store. But customers just see it as us ripping 
them off because we’re charging more.”

Dooley says he believes that, without the parts, necessary 
labor charges will seem too outrageous to the consumer. “It’s 
hard to run a service department based upon the profitability of 
the labor alone,” he says. “These service departments also need 
the profitability of a fair and decent margin on the products 

they’re selling, too. If these companies are providing good 
benefits and salaries for their employees, they can’t charge 
enough to cover it. If all you’re selling is a service, then you 
would have to charge $150 for a simple service call.” 

Debbi Leclerc, vice president of The Pool Doctor of Rhode 
Island, feels that consumers aren’t truly seeing the value of the 

THE INTERNET BOASTS MANY GREAT 
ASSETS TO HELP BUSINESSES SUCCEED:
WHETHER IT’S MARKETING THROUGH FACEBOOK, WEBSITES THAT MAKE INFORMATION AVAILABLE 

FROM ANYWHERE OR ALLOWING CUSTOMERS TO SCHEDULE SERVICE APPOINTMENTS ONLINE, 

THERE	ARE	MYRIAD	GREAT	TOOLS.	•	HOWEVER,	THE	INTERNET	ISN’T	ALL	BUTTERFLIES	AND	RAINBOWS.	

IN FACT, IT’S LEADING POOL AND SPA SERVICE PROFESSIONALS TO QUESTION WHETHER THERE IS 

ROOM LEFT FOR SERVICE TO MAKE A DIFFERENCE — OR AT LEAST CONTINUE TO PUT FOOD 

ON THEIR TABLES.
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service professional. “The consumer who does all of their 
shopping on the Internet does not seem to put any value on 
the training we receive and provide to our staff, or the high 
quality of customer service we provide, or the overall shopping 
experience in our showroom,” she says. “We have to remember 
that we are a specialty store. We provide trained staff who are 
very knowledgeable in water chemistry, pool pump and filter 
operation, salt generators, heaters and more. The Internet 
cannot compete with that.”

MAINTAINING SALES AND PROFITS
Dave Durkin, Region 1 IPSSA director and owner of D&M 
Electric Pool and Spa Repair, closed his storefront of 29 years 
in 2007, which he attributes in part to Internet pricing. Now 
he only handles service calls. 

“I get calls where people say that they’ve bought a heater 
and want me to install it,” Durkin says. “If they do that, they 
carry the warranty, and I won’t be back for free if the heater 
fails. I also give them very inflated labor prices. If you buy it, 
it’s yours. If I buy it, I will stand behind the product, not just 
the installation.”

This is the case with most pool and spa service providers. 
Either they will install the part purchased online with 
heightened labor costs and the customer is responsible for the 
warranty, or they avoid installing online purchases all together. 

“If the consumer is only concerned about the price, there’s 
not a whole lot we can do. We just have to walk away,” Nichols 
says. “I won’t install something purchased elsewhere because of 
the liability and warranty issues that go with the product.”

Dooley looks at customer history on his computer 
system when someone places a service call, in order to better 
understand whether he’s dealing with a loyal customer or a 
bargain hunter. “We tend to find that the more technical 
parts are not as much of an issue (unless you have a do-it-your-
selfer),” Dooley says. “When we’re pricing a spa or pool repair, 
we avoid giving them the information that allows them to go 
shop for that part online. We’re not going to give them specific 
part numbers, knowing that they would use it to shop around.”

MANUFACTURER INVOLVEMENT
Manufacturers may have a big role to play in helping pool and 
spa service providers continue to succeed, since they determine 
where, by whom and for how much their parts and accessories 
are sold. “They need to step up to the plate and set pricing and 
police it,” says Leclerc. “Manufacturers depend on the retailer, 

builder or service 
company to warranty 
their products, but they 
don’t seem to care too 
much about what the 
product was sold for, 
as long as they get its 
market value.”

Nichols mentions 
that many manufacturers 
only pay about $30 for 
a warranty service call. 
“A lot of manufacturers
have come out now 
that, in order to get the 
warranty on a product, it 
has to be installed by a licensed professional,” he says. 
“But I don’t make money on warranty calls, so why would I 
put a product in for you so you can save money on it? I can’t 
afford to.”

Dooley says he believes that, if manufacturers fail to 
regulate and monitor pricing, the pool and spa service industry 
will fail. “My fear is that the service companies are going to be 
driven out of business — they’ll either have to adjust or close 
their doors because there’s no money in it,” he says. “It’s going 
to leave a lot of pool and spa owners out there without someone
to help them — they have to be overwhelming the manufacturer
help lines. The manufacturers are the ones responsible for 
controlling this and they have to make it change by not 
allowing their products to be devalued through sales over the 
Internet and, instead, only selling through retailers.”

WHAT IT TAKES TO SURVIVE
Just as with anything else, modernization and advancements 
require adjustment. “In the long run, we’re going to have to 
adapt to Internet pricing more and more,” Durkin says. “It’s 
the wave of the future, and the only way around that is to raise 
your prices on labor to offset the losses on parts.” 

Dooley says he believes in the industry and, despite his fears 
of it failing, thinks that pulling together may result in a more 
viable future. “Online retailers have no stake in this business — 
they don’t have dirt under their fingernails,” he declares. “None 
of us are trying to make it rich — we’re just trying to pay our 
bills and feed our families. Hopefully, the salt and pepper of 
our industry will stand together and voice their opinions, so 
that we can start to make a difference.” n

“WE HAVE TO REMEMBER 
THAT WE ARE A 

SPECIALTY STORE. 
WE PROVIDE TRAINED 
STAFF WHO ARE VERY 
KNOWLEDGEABLE IN 
WATER CHEMISTRY, 

POOL PUMP AND FILTER 
OPERATION, SALT 

GENERATORS, HEATERS 
AND MORE. THE 

INTERNET CANNOT 
COMPETE WITH THAT.”
– DEBBI LECLERC, VICE PRESIDENT

THE POOL DOCTOR OF RHODE ISLAND


