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COmPANY ReCeNTLY WBe CeRTIFIeD BY NYC AND THe STATe OF N.Y.

Karen Shunick of Kismet Construction 
adds integrity to the industry

Karen Shunick

NEW YORK, NY Karen Shunick, presi-
dent of Kismet Construction, Inc., 
wants to change the perception of 
the construction industry.  �People 
today see our business as full of 
underhanded types who care less 
about quality, or giving clients 
what they need, than about lining 
their own pockets.  This industry 
should be about everyone winning 
� clients, contractors, professionals, 
all the players in the process.  Too 
much effort is spent playing games 
with change orders, property liens, 
suffering huge in�atable rats, and 
enduring the in�uence wielded by 
certain groups.  My philosophy is 
a different one, one that supports 
a positive project process.  Yes, 
general contractors have a power-
ful role to play because we are the 
ones who build venues for people 
to earn a living; we build homes, 
and contribute to the permanent 
landscape.  But rather than try to beat 
the system, isn�t it easier to follow 
through on those permits, pay subs 
when you get paid and promise the 
possible?  Yes.  For us it is.  That�s 
why Kismet is �Construction as it 
was meant to be.� �

Kismet Construction has recently 
been certi�ed as a Woman-Owned 
Business Enterprise (WBE) by 
both New York City and the State 
of New York.  With her �baptism 
by �re� experience in the $6 mil-
lion plus restoration of a landmark 
Tribeca condominium and on-
going work for both commercial 
and multi-residential customers, 
Karen Shunick has become a cut-
ting-edge woman entrepreneur in 
the construction industry.  �Keep 
an eye on Karen Shunick and her 
construction �rm Kismet.  Kismet 
is an up-and-coming WBE �rm in 
the New York construction market,� 
said Pat Di Filippo, executive vice 
president of Turner Construction.  
�Their principal, Karen Shunick, is 
intelligent and very poised.  While 

developing her company�s portfolio 
she is continually engaging in learn-
ing how to become a sustainable 
contractor in a dif�cult business.  We 
applaud her for her leadership and 
look forward to working together in 
the very near future.�

Shunick�s passion for the industry 
grew from her earliest professional 
experiences.  �Right out of college in 
Wisconsin, I moved to Miami. This 
was the early 1980s, and I discovered 
what should have been beautiful 
bayfront property in the downtown 
area was instead a crime-ridden 
home for indigents. Soon after, 
though, construction began on a new 
project development there named 
Bayside Marketplace; an urban 
marketplace, with shopping, res-
taurants and public space.  That this 
one individual (James Rouse of the 
Rouse Companies) had the foresight 
to invest in this forsaken area still 
amazes me� Shunick recalled.  �A 
friend of mine had a restaurant that 
opened at the inception of Bayside 
Marketplace and, as such, I had the 
opportunity to see the project �rst 
hand while under construction.  I 
remember walking among the 
concrete forms laid out with rebar 
mats in one area, and freshly poured 
concrete in another, and block walls 
rising in yet another, and thinking 
�this is what real work is � work that 
contributes to humanity, this really 
creates something.�  The city of 
Miami was transformed, and on so 
many levels this project fascinated 
me.�  Today, although the essence 
of Bayside has changed some, it 
remains a tremendous attraction and 
a focal point of Miami.

It was from this experience that 
her interest in real estate develop-
ment and construction was born. An 
avid runner, Shunick bought a condo 
several years later near downtown 
Miami (then much safer, thanks to 
in part to Rouse). �Nearly every 
day I would run the Rickenbacker 
Causeway to Virginia Key, and from 
that vista would be captivated by the 
continually growing and changing 
city.�  Her running partner was a 
developer of high-rises in Brazil.  
He shared stories of how he put his 
deals together, of �nancing, and 
other aspects of the approval pro-
cess, and the ultimate realization of 
a project.  �From running with him 
I learned the incredible mechan-
ics involved before even breaking 
ground.  The experience of these 
dialogues reinforced my growing 
appreciation for development and 
ultimately the construction process 
as a whole.�

Shunick�s business career began 
at the age of 23 in a sales position 
for a data processing company.  She 

grew in her role as the business did, 
eventually becoming executive vice 
president in charge of sales and mar-
keting, overseeing expansions from 
the initial Miami of�ce to Orlando, 
Tampa, Phoenix, and ultimately, 
New York, and playing a major role 
in a more than ten-fold increase in 
revenues for the organization.

�I had relocated to New York for 
a year to start a branch of�ce ex-
pansion, and chose to stay, leaving 
the company after thirteen years.�  
Shunick took her sales and business 
acumen to Merrill Lynch.  Her real 
world experience gave her a leg up 
in the world of investments.  �I met 
brokers and business agents while 
at Merrill, and gravitated toward 
commercial real estate �nancing.  
I found a whole new world outside 
of Wall Street that helped fuel my 
true passion.�

After 9/11, Shunick left Merrill 
Lynch and met an architect (who 
would become her husband).  �Greg 
shared my enthusiasm for develop-
ment, and we vowed to accomplish 
great things.  It truly was kismet!�  
Over the next few years, in pursuit 
of real estate development, Shunick 
secured a real estate license, and 
enrolled in as many real estate and 
investment courses at NYU as time 
allowed. For real life experience, 
she took positions at an architec-
tural practice and a sales of�ce at 
a condominium conversion for one 
of the largest residential brokers 
in the city.  �I also did a stint as a 
commercial brokerage agent with 
Studley.�  All of this was under-
taken while working on proformas 
and plans for various development 
projects with her husband.  �I was 
at the point where I�d seen every 
side of the business but one � con-
struction.  I was anxious for one of 

our development projects to get to 
the construction stage, which was 
a tangible and real business to me; 
ultimately what I wanted to do.�

In 2002, while she was garner-
ing development prospects and 
experience, her husband was hired 
as development manager to recover 
a failed condominium conversion 
in Tribeca that was in the midst of 
construction when purchased by the 
new owner. Together the two of them 
handled the logistics of reorganizing 
the development, from retaining new 
professionals and re-�ling with the 
attorney general�s of�ce, down to the 
day-to-day issues of utility payments 
and permits.  Eventually the general 
contractor hired by the owner was 
terminated and a replacement �rm 
was needed to close out the project.  
It was in this context that Kismet 
Construction was created.  At the 
onset, Kismet�s purpose was to 
complete construction of the com-
mon areas, the penthouse units and 
remaining punch list work.  �I was 
told it was a simple project close 
out, 12 weeks at the most.�

Being the third, as well as a newly 
formed, general contractor to work 
on the project, Shunick�s challenge 
was to mitigate the skepticism that 
arose from both being a woman 
in construction and new to the 
business.  But it did not take long 
for the subcontractors to discover 
that she was to be taken seriously.  
Don Cornell, project manager with 
Nastasi & Associates, said it well: 
�That project was a prime target of 
animosity, but Karen created har-
mony and has more common sense 
than G.C.�s with years of experience.  
She showed real integrity and was 
great to work with.�

Respect was earned, and every-
thing came together.  While wrap-

ping things up, though, the roof that 
had been previously replaced by 
another contractor failed, pipes that 
were supposedly removed during the 
previous work ruptured and almost 
every time a wall was opened a new 
series of problems emerged.  �Han-
dling all of this in an occupied build-
ing was the biggest crash course in 
construction management anyone 
could have encountered.  Being 
my �rst project, I didn�t realize the 
severity of the disasters we inherited.  
I think that naivetØ is what helped me 
get through it in stride.�  The entire 
project�s scope of work covered 
virtually all trades, from the new 
roof they put in to masonry work in 
the sub-cellar.  The project entailed 
working within occupied residential 
units, coordinating with the brokers 
who were marketing the new condo 
lofts and the retail space, as well as 
restoring a landmark property.  All 
totaled, the project comprised nearly 
150,000 s/f over 9 �oors.

With the knowledge and experi-
ence gained and support of the trades 
and staff, the business naturally 
moved forward with new projects.  
Kismet Construction began as a 
union organization.  Shunick said, 
�As a WBE, union support and 
trained labor give us a real advan-
tage, and legitimize our effort.�  
Indeed, Kismet is a member of the 
NY Building Contractor�s Associa-
tion, and employs Mason Tenders, 
Local 79 for company labor.  Their 
main focus is commercial interiors, 
corporate buildouts and renovations 
but their experience also includes 
work for property managers and co-
op and condo boards.  To enhance 
their standing for capital improve-
ment projects (lobbies/hallways) for 
condominiums and cooperatives, 
they obtained the NYC Dept. of 
Consumer Affairs Home Improve-
ment Contractor�s License.  Kismet 
Construction is also proud to be an 
Industry Partner with IREM.  Frank 
Socci, Jr., CPM and president of 
The Greater New York Chapter of 
IREM said, �The Greater New York 
Chapter of The Institute of Real Es-
tate Management (IREM) is pleased 
to have Kismet Construction as an 
Industry Partner.  To become an 
industry partner a �rm needs to be 
sponsored by a Certi�ed Property 
Manager (CPM) and receive the 
endorsement of the executive board.  
Working with Karen you quickly 
come to see that she is not only a 
terri�c person, but is a top profes-
sional in the industry.�

To learn how Kismet Construction 
can help you with your next project, 
visit www.kismetconstruct.com.
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