Ann Marie Moriarty, Senior Editor, REMODELING Magazine

The ABCs
of Remodeling

There are many things you can do to assure that your remodeling job goes well.
Here are practical tips to help you every step of the way—from choosing a remodeler
to planning the job to monitoring the work in progress.

improvement. (See REMODELING magazine's
most recent annual “Cost Vs, Value Report.”)
When you compare the expense of moving with
You like vour neighborhood. You have a reason- the cost of remodeling, vou may find remodeling
able commute. Your kids are in to be a more affordable way to get the house you
good schools and their friends are want. With remodeling you pay no
nearby. Your house would be real estate agent’s fee, moving
great, if only. . .. COSLS OF poInts on a new
Fixing the “if only” = mortgage, You don’t have the
house is what remodeling worries of selling your current
is all about. Remodeling ~ home, and vou don’t have to
can: pull up roots.
B Add space. A new bed- A professional remodeler can
room, bathroom or family help you decide whether or not
room can help climinate fam- remaodeling makes sense for you.
ily turf wars and traffic jams.
B Upgrade a kitchen or bath.
Better cabincts, counters and
fixtures make yvour house more
pleasant to live in and add value when
vou sell.
B Get the best use out of the space you
have. Gain a more efficient floor plan,
an eat-in kitchen or an additional
room in the attic or basement.
M Save you money. Today’s building
products and systems arc energy effi-
cient. Even projects that add space may not
add to heating and cooling bills.
Often remodeling can pay for itself, If

Whocver plans vour remodeling project—whether
it’s a remodeler, an architect or another design
professional—that person will need information
that only you can supply. The process goes more
smoothly if you have clear ideas about what yvou
want.

Take a few minutes to take a hard look at the
whole house. What do you like about it, and why?
What do you dislike, and why? Ask other house-
hold members the same questions, You may be
vour home is smaller and simpler than its surprised to find that they have different ideas
neighbors, bringing it up to the neighbor- about what should be done to improve the housc.
hood standard may increase its value enough Sit down with the answers and make a list of
to cover most, or even all, of the cost of the things to change. add or take away. Decide which
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problem area is the most
pressing, and rank the rest in
order of priority.

Before you think about
solutions, do some simple
research:

W ook through magazines
that show remodeled and
new homes. Save the pic-
tures that appeal to vou;
they’ll give your remodel-
er a good feeling for your
tastes and preferences.
B Take a tour of
remodeled homes
in your commu-
nity—or look at
remodeled houses
for sale that are
apen for inspee-
tion. (An added
advantage—if you
see fine crafts-
manship. you can
find out who did the work.)

Don’t worry if you don’t
come up with the perfect solu-
tion for your house. Even if all
you discover is what vou don’t
like, that lets your remodeler avoid those
options and concentrate on approaches that
will be more likely to please.

Don’t try to decide cvery detail ahead of
time. Your remodeler will have idcas and sugges-
tions, as well as information about products and
delivery times that might inlluence your choices.

Budgeting

One of the first questions your remodeler will ask
is. “What is your budget?” While you may be hesi-
tant to sharc that information, quote a rangc any-
way. Your budget range is vour remodeler’s best
indicator of the most appropriate way Lo give you
what vou need and want.

For budgeting purposcs, bear in mind that the
most expensive remodeling jobs usually are those
that involve adding rooms. Less expensive are
those that reconfigure the space you already have,
and still less expensive are projects in which all the

walls, plumbing and heating lixtures stay where
they are. The best way to figure out if your bud-
get range is realistic for the project vou want is to
run it by good remodelers. They will not be shy
about telling you if you're in the wrong ballpark.
It you find that the project you'd dreamed
about is beyond your budget, don’t despair. A
design professional often can suggest a smaller
scale plan that you will like as well. And remod-
clers can divide large projects into less expen-

m sive phascs.

Do | need an architect?

That depends on the size of vour project and
where you are, Some states require that architects
prepare some remaodeling plans. That's why many
remodelers either hire or work in partnership with
architects. Your local building department can tell
you what the requirements are for your area. Most
small scale remodeling projects—such as simple
kitchen or bath remodels—easily can be put
together by an experienced remodeler. Bigger jobs
benefit from the input of a design professional.

Using a design-builder—cither a remodeler who
provides design services or an architect who pro-
vides contracting scrvices—is one way to simplify a
complex project. You hire one company, and that
firm handles cverything. Typically, a design-builder
stays in close touch with remodeling costs, and
designs to fit your budget.

If you decide to hire an architect, start by look-
ing for candidates with cxtensive residential
remodeling experience. (Ask contractors about
architects they like to work with.) Make your
design decisions based on samples of their remod-
eling work. Make sure to ask previous clients
whether their projects stayed within budget and
ran smoothly,

Do | want to run this project
myself?

Many people think that acting as their own general
contractor is a good way to cut remodeling costs.
But few homeowners realize the complexity of the




contractor’s job. Your contractor must:

B understand building construction, both today’s

techniques and those used decades ago

M plan the job, step by step

B obtain or prepare drawings and apply for build-

ing permits

M hire good, reliable subcontractors

B schedule for fast completion, juggling all the

elements: product delivery, labor and subs, inspec-

tions by building department officials, and allow-

ing for the unanticipated, like weather delays.
When you hire a professional contractor, you

pay for materials, labor and that remodeler’s abil-

ity to save you time and aggravation. The contrac-

tor’s [ee takes into account liability insurance,

warranty scrvice, training for crew members, and

other expenses directly related to your job.

How do | recognize a good
remodeler?

Responsible, professional remodelers share these
good qualities:

B They return phone calls promptly.

B They arrive for appointments on time (or call in
plenty of time to explain and reschedule).

B They are polite and well man-

nered, considerate and careful

around the home and its
furnishings.

M They carry workers’ com-
pensation insurancc and
insurance that covers them
in the event of personal lia-
bility or property damage.
B They are licensed (where
applicable).

M They can provide you
with a list of past cus-
tomers so that you

can check on the qual-

ity of their work.

B They will be able to tell you,
before the job starts, when it will
start and approximately when it will
end. If the schedule has to be
changed. they will give you notice
and an explanation.

B They will provide written specifi-
cations and a contract that lay oul

the scope of the work. (For more on these items,
see Glossary.)

B Their contracts should include a procedure to
resolve disputes between the owner and the con-
tractor,

Where do | find someone like
that?

Your fricnds, neighbors and acquaintances are
yvour best resource, Try to find homeowners whose
projects were similar in scope to yours, Most
homeowners are happy to tell you about remodel-
ers who did a good job for them. They also happily
will tell you about contractors they would not hire
again, and why.

Ask specific questions: Were phone calls
returned promptly? Did the remodeler and/or the
crew show up on time and complete the job at the
agreed-upon price? If there was a problem or an
adjustment to be made, did someone attend to it
quickly? Was the workmanship satisfactory? Was it
guaranteed, and for how long?

For more recommendations, call local remodel-
ing associations or local chapters of the National
Association of the Remodeling Industry, the
National Association of Home Builders

Remodelors Council or the
International Remodeling
Contractors Association. Ask

[or a membership directory.

Association membership,

while not a guarantee, is an

indicator that the remodeler
is a serious professional.
Lumberyards that cater
to professional contractors
are sources of referrals, as
are architects who do a
lot of residential remod-
eling work, interior deco-
rators and many real
cstate agents.

Once vou have identi-
fied some strong candi-
dates, call the Better
Business Bureau and any
state or local agencies—
consumer affairs depart-
ments, home improve-




The ABCs of REMODELING

ment commissions—that regulate residential
remodeling. Make sure there are no unresolved
complaints against the contractors on your list.
Choose three or four remodelers and make
appointments Lo discuss your project.

Estimates, bids and negotiated
agreaments

The conventional wisdom Lo “get at least three
bids or estimates” on any remodeling job general-
ly i1s good advice, as long as you are aware that the
purpose of doing this is not just to determine the
lowest bidder. Clients who have done their home-
work and interviewed experienced, professional
remodelers may find that the bids or estimates
they get do not vary greatly. In fact, a big differ-
ence between bids in a remodeling project may
mean one of the remodelers has misunderstood
something important. If you decide to ask for
competitive bids, make sure you give each con-
tractor exactly the same specifications so that it is
casy to compare one bid with another.

Many established contractors, including a large
percentage of design-build firms, don’t bid on jobs
at all. Why not? Preparing a detailed bid takes
many hours of unpaid work, and companies with
high standards are almost never the low bidders.
Such contractors generally provide ballpark esti-
mates, then negotiate an agreement within the
client’s price range.

Some remodelers guarantee only the materials
costs and bill for their time on an hourly basis,
working on a “time and matcrials” contract.
Others prefer to add a fixed percentage to the
cost of materials and labor—a “cost-plus” con-
tract. Even in these cases, a remodeler should be
able o estimate your total cost closely.

In the final analysis, choosing a remodeler is a
lot like choosing a doctor. While qualifications
and costs need to be considered carefully, there
are many qualified professionals in every price
range. From the pool of qualilied people. choose
the person you feel most comfortable with. If
you're a “get 1o the bottom line™ type, vou won't
be happy with a remodeler whose style is chatty
and informal. And if you want to know all the
details, don’t chose a remodeler who's given to
one-word answers, Choose a remodeler who pays
altention to your concerns and responds Lo your
style; choose the person vou feel vou can trust.

There are ups and
downs for every-
one involved in a
remadeling job,
I’s a real roller
coasier ride for
Ifie hemeowner,
mora ol & long,
show climb for the
coniractor. and a
real downer for
tha family dog,
whao disappears
whan demalition
stariz and doasn'l
come back until
he smells the
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Planning: three to 5ix months

You've chosen your remodeler and you have a
pretty good idea of how you want your project to
look. What next? Money, of course.

Savings usually finance small projects, but many
homeowners use home equity loans for larger
Jobs. You probably have equity available to pay for
an improvement, especially one that adds to your
home's value. Other financing options: home
improvement loans [rom your bank or from a
financial institution that has a relationship with
your remodeler.

The next step is to choose the products that will
be used in your project. Good remodelers prefer
to usc products that arrive on schedule, install
smoothly and have proved trouble-free for their
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past clients. Your remodeler can provide
brochures or direct you to showrooms to make

vour choices.

The contract

With products chosen, your remodeler will pre-

pare a contract. This agreement should include:

M a detailed description of the project

M a list of the specific materials to be used

M 2 federally mandated recision clause, enabling
vou to cancel the agreement within three days of
signing it

B a schedule of progress payments (also called
draw payments) showing how much you pay at the
outset and when further payments are due

B an explanation of the change order—a way Lo
handle changes or cxtras, items not included in the
original agreement (see Glossary)
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Sixth maonth

Fifth manth
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W a procedure for handling any disputes between
the contractor and the owner,

The agreement may also explain what is not
included—e.g., “The homeowner 18 responsible
for carpet installation.” Typically, the remodeler
will review the entire agreement with vou, point by
point, before you sign it.

Set the stage
The next step often is a preconstruction confer-

ence. You, the remodeler, the architect (if any),
the lead carpenter or foreman, and perhaps the
major subcontractors meet to discuss the project
schedule and the ground rules. This is the time to
decide what parts of the house are to be work or
material storage arcas, and what are off limits.
Review vour remodeler’s policies on crew behav-
ior and let him know what vou expect. While most
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remodelers have clear guidelines concerning
things like smoking, radio usc, phone use, bath-
room usc and daily clean up, these may be modi-
fied to reflect your needs.

This is also the time to address concerns about
safcty and security. Construction sites are danger-
ous, especially to children. Make sure you arc sat-
isfied with the measures planned to keep everyone
safe. Move small or breakable valuables to a
secure area before work begins. Your remodeler
will have good advice for you on how to protect
large items, such as pianos and furniture, from
accidental damage.

Then comes one of the hard parts: waiting. You
may have Lo wait weeks, or longer, for all the prod-
ucts to arrive. You also may have to wait if vour
remodeler already has a full schedule of projects.
The remodeler will give you a tentative start date,
however, and keep you posted as that date
approaches.

The jab is starting! You're excited and enthusiastic.

But are you ready to deal with the disruptions to
your house and to your routine?

If your project is extensive, you might consider
moving out temporarily, or at least planning a
vacation for part of the time. But if vou're going
to stay home, herc are some strategies to help
you cope.

B Good communication prevents most problems,
s0 make sure you and your remodeler agree on a
system for staying in touch. Often the lead carpen-
ter or foreman is the best contact person. Some
contractors designate a box or folder where every-
one can leave notes, signed change orders, product
warranties, checks and other things that might oth-
erwise get lost.

B Share your concerns with the remodeler as they
arise. What is a minor adjustment early on might
be a major expensc later,

B Don't panic. If you discover what seems to be a
major problem, get all the facts, then call the
remodeler immediately. A good remodeler knows
there will be problems, and knows how to solve
them.

W Expect the project to feel like it is taking too

long. There will be times—usually two or three
weeks into a big job—when it seems like not much
is happening. For an overview ol a hypothetical
project in terms of how everybody fecls, see the
“Funk Chart"” (previous page).

M Expect good quality work, but remember that
remodecling is an art; even the finest remodeling
job will not be perfect. Your remodeler is like the
expert tailor who is trying to alter your suit—while
you're wearing it.

B Don't expect your remodeler to monitor your
pets or children. That’s not appropriate or safe.

W Expect the job supervisor or lead man to answer
your questions, but try to save them for a regularly
scheduled break. You'll have a smoother, faster
and safer job that way.

B Your remodcler will appreciate your courtesy in
providing payment on the day specified in the con-
tract, instcad of waiting to be asked for it.

B After the job is complete, you may notice some-
thing that doesn’t seem right. Contact the remodel-
er. You can expect a prompt response.

B Finally, you can cxpect to be pleased by the end
result. You'll find that a well-planned, well-execut-
ed remodcling job will make you smile for years to
come.







