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SEAN PINCUS IS GRIT

By  Sy lma r i e  Núñez -Luna

O N E  O N  O N E  W I T H  S E A N  P I N C U S

In this special one on one chat, we get to know Sean, the founder of
GRIT Construction, on a more personal level. We find out how he
balances being a full-time business owner and a first-time dad, how
a high school teacher cultivated his passion for construction, and
how an economic collapse changed the trajectory of his career that
ultimately led Sean Pincus to build GRIT Construction.

Sylmarie N.L: Let’s go back in
time for a bit. I know you studied
finance while you attended Penn
State. What was your initial
career plan?

Sean Pincus: The initial career
plan was to work on Wall Street. I
had a job lined up as a mortgage-
backed security trader for Credit
Suisse in NYC. I was very
interested in Finance. I was also
graduating when the entire real
estate market and the economy
was collapsing, and Credit Suisse
pulled their job offer. I ended up
taking another job offer in Finance
at Vanguard.
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SNL: When did your passion
for construction and real
estate start?

SP: Pretty early on. I was
always a tinkerer of things. I
was always interested in
entrepreneurship, starting
businesses, and figuring out
ways to make money. But my
interest and passion [for
construction] started in middle
school and high school in
woodshop. I worked for my high
school woodshop teacher
outside of school. He knew I
was interested in construction
and taught me how to do
additions, how to frame, and
basically all the skills and
trades outside the classroom.
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SNL: How was the shift from your role as a Commercial
Real Estate Financial Analyst at O’Neill Properties
Group to becoming a Project Manager at Ryan Homes
(NVR Inc.)?

SP: It’s kind of two different roles completely. The role at
O’Neill, I was involved more on the financial side and real
estate development, not necessarily the construction side. 

“Shifting to Project Management
was rather easy for me; that was
always the goal along the way.”

O’Neill was really a steppingstone to get into real estate
and the only reason he hired me was because I was so
persistent, and I kept calling him on a weekly basis to get a
job.

Although they didn’t necessarily have a role for Sean, Brian
O’Neill liked that he kept following up, and gave him an
opportunity where he could use his Finance background.
However, he eventually left O’Neill Properties to pursue the
Project Management opportunity at Ryan Homes—most
profitable production home builder.

It was a series of steppingstones. I started in Finance and
learned how to raise money, then started at O’Neill where I
put together land development deals, raised capital and
funds, and learned how to work with banks. Then worked
for Ryan Homes as a Project Manager learning production
home building and efficiencies with buildings.

SNL: What was the most important thing you learned
as a Project Manager?

SP: Construction cannot be controlled; you can only
manage it. In construction, mistakes are going to happen
and it’s how you deal with them and how you move
forward, and your attitude towards it, is how it’s going to set
you apart. 
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While working at O’Neill, Sean did rehabs and
renovations at night. Throughout that time he
had many worries about what could go wrong.
He says his wife, Catherine, gave him the best
advice he has ever received, and words he
strongly advises others to follow:

“You need to stop worrying
about it and take action.”

SNL: How did you transition from being a
Project Manager to owning your own
successful company?

SP: I wear it like a badge of honor, but I was
fired from Ryan Homes because I was buying
land development deals in the City of
Philadelphia, which is a market they don’t
compete in, but I was also doing renovations at
night. We were putting together our first 1.5 to
2-million-dollar deal on Girard Ave in Fishtown,
and from 4:30a – 7:30a right before I started
work, I would scout land deals in Philadelphia
and Ryan Homes heard about it. They said
corporate thought it was a conflict of interest.

“To me, it was probably the
best thing that ever
happened because I kept
saying I was going to leave
and start my own company,
but being fired was the
catalyst that enabled me to
do that. So I got fired and it
was the perfect opportunity
to start the company.”



SNL: Did you always know that you wanted to start
your own business? 

SP: I have a really strong personality for those of you that
know me (chuckles) and it’s unwavering. In a corporate
setting like Vanguard where I first started, I can clash with a
lot of people; I was successful at all of the roles I had but at
the same time because of my strong personality, eventually
it was going to lead me to do my own thing anyway. 

“I’m super passionate. I always
wanted to be doing my own thing. I
always did my own thing on the
side. Even throughout college, I did
my own renovations and
remodeling for Penn State.”

After college, I actually ran a recording studio, and I was
still doing renovations and remodeling for a lot of family
friends. When I went to work for Vanguard, I was still doing
renovations and remodeling for myself. I was always kind
of doing this thing on the side while I figured it out. Maybe if
I had never gotten fired, I probably wouldn’t have started
something at all. As a result, I finally decided to continue
doing the things I was already doing and focus all my
efforts on it.
 

“It’s amazing what I was able to
accomplish when I wasn’t just
doing it on nights and weekends,
and I was like oh wow, I can really
do this and make this a career.”

SNL: What was the most challenging obstacle you had
to overcome in achieving that goal?

SP: When I first started the company, I was working from
my house. I had just been fired, and I didn’t really have any
income. I did have savings because I’ve always been a
good saver, but the biggest obstacle was that I was making
no money for the better part of 12 to 18 months. Luckily, I
had a big 1.5 to 2-million-dollar development deal
opportunity lined up. 
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Which seems a bit unrealistic for someone who
is unemployed, but Sean’s work ethic and vast
experience in the industry gave him the
credibility.

I think my confluence of experiences from
raising money with high-net worth individuals
when I worked at Vanguard, to being the lead
development manager at O’Neill, and
ultimately becoming a Project Manager at
Ryan Homes made it possible for people to
want to invest in me because I can accomplish
that. So I think it was easy to do that, but the
biggest obstacle was making no income. That
in itself is an obstacle; however, the real thing
is

“If you’re not doing what
you love and you’re not
passionate about what
you’re doing, then making
no money becomes an
insurmountable obstacle
because then you’re not
driven by the things you’re
doing, you’re driven by
making money. And if
making money is your
ultimate goal in the
business that you are
running, you’re never going
to be successful.”

SNL: How did GRIT get its name? And what
does GRIT mean to you? 

SP: At a NYE party, my friends and I were all
sitting outside around a firepit, and my friend
Ralph asked everyone about their goals for the
New Year. Ralph said he would start by going
around and say what he thinks a word that
describes everyone is. 

When it was Ralph’s turn to describe Sean, he
used the word “grit”. Although Sean didn’t
really know what the word meant at the time,
his wife had just started reading Angela
Duckworth’s book, Grit: The Power of Passion
and Perseverance. Sean decided to look into
the word and its true meaning.  



I really liked it and it stuck with me.  “Grit” just means
sticking with long-term goals and being persistent. I always
refer to myself as a cockroach, meaning that I’ll never die
and never not pursue my things, I’ll keep coming back. 

“'Grit'” to me means pursuing long-
term goals that you’re passionate
about, but it’s the passion part
that’s important. If you’re not
passionate about what you’re
doing, nothing’s going to matter."

SNL: As a CEO, I know your list of responsibilities are
endless.  What does a typical day look like in the life of
Sean Pincus? 

SP: Coming into the office and dealing with development
projects, clients, creating new business opportunities with
new clients, helping our field construction managers
answer questions and issues that they may not be able to
solve on their own. I do think they can solve it on their own,
but I have a tendency to step in. So, kind of being like an
Operations Manager, and then helping our Project
Managers and estimators put together the estimates and
overseeing all of that. Then it’s dealing with a lot of legal
stuff.

Sean shares important insight for anyone starting their own
company or business:

You move very far away from the things that got you
started in the company. When I started GRIT, it was
because I wanted to be building things and be hands on.
I’m very handy. I can build most of our projects myself with
very few subs involved. As we grew the company, I started
running less and less projects. Then I started doing
estimating, doing more legal stuff, and then I started doing
business development. Now I’m rarely in the field.

“You have to love what you’re
doing holistically and you also
have to step back from your
business because you can’t run
your business if you’re always
working in your business.”
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SNL: When you are not busy with GRIT,
what is your favorite way to unwind in your
free time? 

SP: Building projects of my own. I remodeled a
house in Rehoboth Beach. My side passion
project is to keep working with tools and stay
up on construction knowledge. I’m building a
woodshop in that Rehoboth house now so I
can build furniture for the house.

SNL: We know you are a first-time dad to a
beautiful baby girl named Lennon. Has
fatherhood changed you at all?

SP: Yeah, a little bit. I mean everything I do
now is for her. Well, I would tell my wife it’s for
my dog first and then it’s for her. But no, it’s for
her at the end of the day. I’m trying to build a
legacy. So with the buildings that we’re
building, I’m trying to build things that are cool
so in 18, 20, 30 years, when I’m.. well, I’ll still
be here hopefully, but if I’m not, she can say,
Daddy built this, and she still owns it. 

SNL: Has it been difficult balancing your
role as both a dad and a business owner?

SP: Yeah. My wife would say. She says my kid
is going to think I’m a cellphone, which is tough
to hear. But at the same time I’m trying to build
this company. We’re a small company, and
lately it’s been part of my goals and initiative
here to spread out the responsibility. Not just
so I have more time being a dad, but so that
way people can take ownership of what they’re
doing. But I think balancing is tough. I used to
get home at 6p and work until 8pm or 9pm,
and now I try to stop work at 5p and pick it
back up at 7p. Now I’m waking up in the middle
of the night or early in the morning to do things
that probably annoys my employees when I
send them emails at 3am. But balancing is
tough, at least for me, so hopefully it’ll get
better.

Sean, his wife, Catherine, and their daughter, Lennon (Lennie)



SNL: Back to GRIT. When hiring, what are the most
important qualities/traits you look for?

SP: Passion is really the biggest thing to me. I can’t teach
someone to be passionate about anything. That’s
something I always ask my friends too. ‘If I was to pay you
nothing, what would you do?’ A lot of them would say, ‘I
wouldn’t be doing the job I’m doing.' I’m obviously not
saying that my employees would be like, ‘I can’t wait to
work for GRIT and make no money.’  But as long as they’re
passionate about working here and construction, or
passionate about their role and what they’re doing. I try to
get people to do that too. If they say, ‘I like doing this, but I
also like doing that.' I’m certainly not going to pigeonhole
them into a position.  

“But I’m looking for people who are
passionate and secondly, they have
a yearning to learn. I’m a life-time
learner. I refuse to not be the most
knowledgeable person on any topic
if I want to be knowledgeable in
that topic.”

So if I’m involved in construction, I want to be
the most knowledgeable person in
construction. Or if I’m interested in cake
making, I want to be the most knowledgeable
person in that because that’s just how I am. 
 But if people are learning and passionate, I
think those are the two things I really look for. I
think the rest of it can be learned. You can
learn a skillset, but I don't think you can teach
drive and passion.

This is why Sean Pincus is an truly expert in
what he does.

SNL: How do you evaluate employee
performance? 

SP: That’s a tough one. I struggle with this.
Evaluating performance for my guys in the field
is a bit easier for me. I’ve made it more
objective than subjective. They have things
they need to complete in order to be
successful. So success to me for a
construction manager looks like someone that
is able to do their job logs, which are daily field
reports. It’s detailed, and it is done every day. 
 Someone who also updates their schedule
and is able to deliver a quality building on time.  
Quality to us is all measured by a third-party
score so we hire a third-party company to
come out. They rate these homes and units,
give us a score, and my guys are rated on that.  
Lastly, timelines refer to hitting our clients’
timelines as best we can.

For my other employees, I’m still trying to
figure it out. I think they would know I don’t
really play favorites. It may seem like that
sometimes. But if you do your job well and you
are passionate about your role, I do see it. I
think I have to make it more objective so
people don’t feel like they’re just spinning their
wheels. 
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SNL: You and your team have delivered many projects
all special in their own ways. What has been one of
your favorite projects to do so far and why? 

SP: I can’t pick one but I think my 3 favorite projects...

SNL: That's allowed (laughs)

SP: Alright cool. So my 3 favorite projects are: 
331 E. Girard, which we won an AIA award. It’s a stacked
building designed by KJO Architecture. I just think it’s a
really cool building. The architect cared about what they
were doing, the owner was on board, and the client was
willing to spend a little bit more money to accomplish the
architect’s vision. The architect knew we were able to
accomplish that here at GRIT. 

The second one is a new project I’m building on 1717
Arlington Street. It’s a Temple University student rental. 

"But to me it’s really cool
because of what we’re
doing as far as building
science. It has exterior
insulated sheathing. We’re
doing sloped windowsills,
spray foam under slab
insulation. We also did full
spray foam in the entire
building. We did Contega
HF air sealant around all the
sill plates. It's a really high
performance building and
when we do the blower door
test at the end, I expect it to
score really well."

And then the last project would be 629 E.
Girard, which is the first large project I did in
the city. It was the one I got fired from Ryan
Homes for. I wear that one like a badge of
honor too. But I liked it because it got me my
start in construction in Philadelphia. That's
really where everything spurred from. It was a
cool project.

SNL: What is the best advice you would
give someone who aspires to have their
own business in construction?

SP: I think a lot of people that start in
construction start because they’re good with
tools, but they may not necessarily be good
businesspeople. Know your finances. 
 Understand the things you may not have a full
interest in. Most businesses fail within the first
3 years; GRIT has been in business for 6-7
years. In construction, you really have to
understand it. A lot of our competition that we
bid projects against are glorified paper
pushers. They don’t know how to build these
building themselves.  
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For our GRIT followers, you had the opportunity to see the behind-the-scenes
of performing a blower door test at 1717 Arlington St (image above). 
Our rating was 2.93 ACH, signifying better air tightness and energy efficiency.  
Continue to stay updated with us only on        @gritbuilt

 



“I’m a tradesperson and I try to
teach my guys that we’re supposed
to be experts in construction, not
experts in paperwork and
schedules. We should be experts in
building these projects. That’s what
our clients are hiring us to do.”

Ultimately, understand the finances behind everything and
have the yearn to learn.

SNL: Who has been your biggest influence in the
industry? Although I think I can take a wild guess… 

SP: It’s actually two people. On the construction side of
things, the past couple years as I’ve developed this ‘I really
want to be building better things' mindset. Build it right or
do it again has been my new mentality.  

“My influence would be Matt
Risinger from Risinger Build. He
came from a production home
building background. He worked at
Ryan Homes just like me. Meeting
the code or meeting your job
responsibility is the bare minimum
of being successful. And what Matt
Risinger is doing with his company
is really pushing the envelope.
Better waterproofing detail, better
flashing details, better insulation,
better windows, better everything.” 

And I know it comes with a cost. But there’s a saying that
goes, “The bitterness of poor quality remains long after the
sweetness of low price is forgotten.” 

Another person that influenced me was Brian O’Neill from
O’Neill Properties. I worked for him directly. He’s a hard
personality to work for. Most people would say if you lasted
12 months, you were tenured. It’s a guy with a high school
education that built a multi-million-dollar business and just
knows more about real estate development, banking, and
creative development than anyone else I know. The things
he taught me, I was able to utilize when I left. He’s
definitely a big influence on everything I’ve done.

SNL: Who are your ultimate role models?

SP: A confluence of people. My dad, my mom, my wife. My
dad has really good work ethic. My dad would travel two
hours to work every day and then two hours back home. He
would leave at 7am and get home at 8 or 9 at night. He
worked in New York when we were living in Pennsylvania
and he did it so I could stay in the same high school. I went
to one of the best high schools in the country [Central
Bucks] and he did it for about 7 years. 

My mom would be my other role model because she’s
super positive and upbeat. I think when you’re down and
things aren’t going your way, it’s good to think positively.
‘Positive thoughts create positive action.' That saying
comes from my wife, which is the third role model. She
always challenges things. She always challenges my
thinking and always pushes the status quo. Like I said
earlier, she says ‘you can’t just sit around worrying about
things, you have to go and just fix them.’ That really helped
me when I was starting my business. 
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(Left to right) Matt Risinger and Sean Pincus.
Taken at the 2020 International Builders Show in Las Vegas.

Sean, Catherine, and their two dogs, Cindy and Yak.



SNL: At a young age, you have accomplished quite a
lot and we know this is just the beginning of everything
you wish to achieve. What motivates you? 

SP: This probably came from Steve Jobs, but I really do
think about this a lot: Death. That one day, I’m not going to
be here and if you really think hard about dying, which is
awful to say, but if you really think hard about dying,
nothing else matters. If you’re doing something you hate,
you think ‘wow, I’m doing this, I hate this, I’m going to die,
I’m not going to be here. I’m never coming back.’ To me it’s
like this huge weight. Why am I focusing on something
that’s not important?

“That’s why I focus all my energy
on this company and my new
daughter, and my wife because one
day I’m going to die and there’s
nothing I can do about it. I can’t
control it.”  

That motivates me, which is a weird way of saying that’s a
motivator, but it is. Just do what you’re passionate about. If
you’re not passionate about something, don’t do it.
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Sean at his first investment property on 
Boone Street in Manayunk.

Sean's interview with iFundCities for their 'Quick Tips' Series on
"The 4 Ways To Work With Your General Contractor.


