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1
Where Callback Profit Leaks Start

Figure 1. Callback leakage drops an HVAC service shop from 8% net to 2% net, tying $26,800
per quarter and $248 per callback to missing model, serial, fault description, and closeout
verification fields
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1.1 The Tech Comes Back and Nobody Has the Math

Here is the conversation I had with the owner of a 6-truck HVAC company in the sum-

mer of 2024. He pulled up his service software dashboard, pointed at the callback

column—it read 22%—and said the line every owner says when I walk in: “The techs

are getting sloppy. We need to retrain.”

Then we sat down with his last 90 days of callbacks and a calculator. Twenty minutes

later he stopped talking about training and started talking about systems. Of his 47

callbacks that quarter, 19 of them came back because the original service ticket did not

capture what was actually wrong with the equipment. Not because the tech missed

it—because the ticket had a single field labeled “problem” and the tech wrote “not

cooling.” Three weeks later when the second tech showed up, all he had to work with

was “not cooling.” He guessed. He guessed wrong. Truck rolled twice.

Another 14 callbacks came back because the closeout was a single signature on a

phone screen with no verification step. The condenser fan was wired backward and

ran for two days at half-duty before failing. The drain pan was tilted toward the struc-

ture. The float switch was bypassed. Each one was a 30-second check the original

tech could have performed—if there had been a checklist instead of a phone signature.

The remaining 14 were a mix of warranty fights with manufacturers, “while we’re here”

upsells that the customer thought were coverage promises, and one tech who gen-

uinely did need a coaching conversation. Out of 47 callbacks, exactly one was a train-

ing problem. The other 46 were system problems wearing tech-shaped masks.

$248
illustrative true-cost model for a residential HVAC callback—unbilled labor,
truck cost, parts, and customer-relationship damage in the example math

below
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1.2 The Industry Number That Should Bother You

The 22% number is a useful stress-case baseline, not a universal industry average.

For the math in this chapter, treat the 18–25% range as an illustrative operating band

that a service shop should replace with its own trailing-30-day data.

That gap—an 8% callback shop versus a 30% callback shop—is the gap between a

service operation that prints money and one that quietly closes its doors. On 500

service calls a quarter, the difference is 110 truck rolls. Using the $248 example cost,

that is $27,280 a quarter. On a 6-truck shop doing $1.4M a year in service revenue,

that is two percentage points of net margin walking out the door for no reason except

missing structure.

Key Insight

Callback rate is the single most diagnostic number on an HVAC service P&L,

and almost nobody on the management side looks at it weekly. They look at

revenue, AR aging, and average ticket. Callback rate is buried in the field-service

software, threemenus deep, and the dashboard treats it as an operational metric

instead of a financial one. Pull it up tomorrow morning. If you do not know your

trailing-30-day callback rate without looking, that is the problem to fix first.

1.3 Where Callbacks Actually Come From

Run the audit yourself. Pull your last 60 days of callbacks from ServiceTitan or Field-

Edge or Housecall Pro—whichever stack you run—and categorize each one. Almost

every shop’s distribution looks something like this:
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Root cause Share Preventable

Diagnostic miss (wrong fault

identified)

28–35% Yes (better ticket structure)

Closeout omission (would have

caught it)

18–24% Yes (preflight checklist)

Customer expectation mis-

match

14–18% Yes (written authorization)

“While we’re here” upsell mis-

understanding

8–12% Yes (scope discipline)

Different system / new issue 10–14% Categorize, do not classify as callback

Manufacturer warranty inter-

play

4–7% Manage paperwork, not field work

Genuine tech error 4–6% Yes (training, but small share)

Three rows account for 60–75% of every callback queue I have ever pulled: diagnostic

miss, closeout omission, customer expectation mismatch. Those are the three rows

this book addresses in detail. None of them is a training problem. All of them are

structural. Fix the structure and the callback rate drops by 40 to 60 percent inside one

quarter without changing a single tech on your roster.

1.4 The True Cost of a Callback

Whenmost owners think about the cost of a callback, they think about the part. Maybe

a $48 capacitor. Maybe a $120 contactor. The part is the smallest piece. The honest

cost stack:

• Labor on the return visit: 1.5–2.5 unbilled tech-hours at $58–$72 loaded cost =

$87–$180

• Truck cost: 35–65 miles round trip at $0.94/mile fully-loaded = $33–$61
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• Dispatcher and CSR time: 25–40 minutes routing the callback = $14–$22

• Opportunity cost: the slot that callback occupies would have generated $185–

$340 of new revenue = pure displacement

• Customer relationship damage: 14–22% probability the customer never books

again, valued at $140–$220 in lost lifetime value

Stack those up and a residential HVAC callback in this model runs $180–$280 in true

cost. The 6-truck shop running a 22% example callback rate on 500 quarterly calls is

bleeding roughly $24,000 to $31,000 a quarter that nobody is tracking against any KPI

in the office.

18–25%
illustrative residential HVAC callback-rate stress range for the chapter’s
example math—replace it with your shop’s own trailing-30-day data

1.5 Why “Techs Are Sloppy” Is the Wrong Diagnosis

When the callback rate creeps up, the instinct is to call it a tech problem. It almost

never is. Here are the reasons that instinct is wrong:

1.5.1 Reason 1: The Ticket Did Not Ask the Right Questions

If your service ticket has a single open-text “problem” field, you are asking the tech to

write a freeform essay during a hot attic on a 105-degree day. He writes “not cooling.”

That is a complete sentence. It is also useless. A structured ticket with model, serial,

supply temperature, return temperature, refrigerant pressures, and a fault category

dropdown produces a ticket that the second tech can read and act on. The ticket is

the artifact. The artifact has to be designed for the second visit, not the first.
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1.5.2 Reason 2: The Quote Was Ambiguous

The customer was told “we’ll fix the cooling problem.” Three weeks later the unit cools

but the upstairs bedroom still doesn’t, because the duct is undersized in that branch.

Customer thinks: callback. Tech thinks: different issue. They are both right. The

fix would have been a written authorization that named the specific component being

repaired and named what was not being addressed.

1.5.3 Reason 3: The Closeout Was a Signature on a Phone

After the repair, the tech texts a payment link and gets a signature. There is no check-

list. The drain line was not verified flowing. The float switch was not bumped to test

the cutoff. The condensate trap was not inspected for the algae buildup that would

clog it again in 14 days. The tech did the repair correctly and the unit will fail again in

30 days because the closeout missed the adjacent risk.

Warning

The most expensive failure mode in HVAC service is the closeout that confirms

the original fault is fixed without checking the adjacent components that caused

the fault. A 30-minute capacitor swap that does not verify the start-cap is in

spec or that the contactor is not pitted is a callback waiting to happen. The

closeout is not the end of the repair. It is the verification that the repair did not

create or expose the next failure.

1.6 What This Book Will Do for You

Nine chapters. The first three chapters install the diagnostic structure. The next two

chapters install the customer authorization framework. The middle chapters install the

closeout and triage rhythm. The last two chapters install the 14-day rollout and the
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customer-experience loop that converts prevented callbacks into reviews and main-

tenance memberships.

The end state, for the average shop running 22% callback rate:

• Trailing-30-day callback rate of 8–12% within one quarter

• Service ticket completeness score above 90% (vs. 40–60% today)

• Written customer authorization on every diagnostic and repair (vs. verbal-and-text

today)

• A 9-point closeout checklist completed and photographed on every job

• A daily 15-minute callback huddle where every return visit is categorized

• Tech 1-on-1 coaching driven by data, not by gut feel

• A weekly trend chart that the owner reads in 90 seconds

Case Study

The 6Truck Shop That Cut Callbacks by 53%

A residential HVAC service company in central Texas implemented the struc-

tured ticket and closeout protocol in spring 2024. Pre-baseline: 22.4% callback

rate on 480 quarterly calls, $26,800/quarter true callback cost. Eight weeks af-

ter rollout, the trailing-30-day callback rate had dropped to 13.1%. By the end

of the quarter it sat at 10.6%. Same techs. Same trucks. Same Trane XR16 and

Carrier Performance 16 systems they had always serviced. Net margin moved

from 4.8% to 8.2% with no change in pricing or marketing. The owner’s note in

the retrospective: “We thought we had a tech problem. We had a ticket prob-

lem and a closeout problem and a quote problem. The techs were never the

problem.”

Get the complete book — https://shop.pragma.vision
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