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Custom home renovations 
And additions

10
Mistakes 

to 
Avoid

Designing your custom home can be an exciting and 
rewarding process. It’s an opportunity to create the 

perfect environment for your family and entertaining  
your friends. However, there are common mistakes  

that homeowners often make that can make the 
experience more difficult and frustrating than need be.
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1. BUyINg THE ProPErTy BEForE doINg THE rEsEarcH- ZoNINg
Especially in a tight real estate market, homebuyers often need to make quick decisions when they see a property they love. They 
may have ideas of how their dream house will look, however it is vital that they know what the local zoning ordinances will allow 
before taking the plunge.

There are restrictions on building within property line setbacks, total building area, and total lot coverage in most towns. The 
information can be found online or at the local building department. See if the seller has a property survey, you’ll need that to 
assess compliance with zoning. In older neighborhoods, it’s not uncommon that current zoning regulations were adopted since 
the houses were built, and your property might be non-compliant. In this case, it’s usually possible to get variances as long as you 
can demonstrate that you will comply with the intent of the zoning, but you should be aware that the variance approval process 
can add cost and delay the start of construction. Keep in mind that zoning rules usually vary from town to town, and between 
neighborhoods within a town.

2. BUyINg THE ProPErTy BEForE doINg THE rEsEarcH- cosT
You have a vision about what the property you’ve fallen in love with will be; It can be expanded, new windows and siding, new 
roof, a big new kitchen and master suite. You have a budget in mind that seems like it should be enough to accomplish your goals. 
Unfortunately, many homebuyers have unrealistic expectations of how far their budget will take them. Quality construction and 
finish work is often more expensive than imagined. Try to get a consultation from an architect or contractor before you commit 
to something you may later regret. In our experiece most homebuyers underestimate cost, often very significantly.

A smAll sAmple of TypIcAl mUnIcpAl zonIng rUles.
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3. HIrINg THE wroNg arcHITEcT
A friend or family member might recommend an architect to you. While this is often a great way to find your architect, maybe 
they were right for that person, but you may want someone who has a different style, or someone you feel truly listens to you and 
understands your personal needs and aspirations. Make sure you select someone who feels like a good fit for you. The architect 
will be the primary factor in determining the success of your project, and you will be working with them in an intimate way for a 
long period of time.

4. rUsHINg INTo yoUr ProJEcT
You might be anxious to get the construction going, but careful planning takes time, and ideas develop and evolve as you start 
to explore your options. If you take the time to think things through before construction starts, you’ll end up with fewer costly 
change orders and delays, or compromises that could have been avoided with more foresight.

5. mIcro-maNagINg yoUr arcHITEcT
You should be as clear as possible in your mind about your needs and goals, and be able to articulate your vision to your architect. 
But hopefully, you’ve been careful about your selection of an architect and you’ve hired someone because you trust their creativity 
and ability to guide you through the process. If you give them creative license, you might be surprised and delighted by solutions 
you had never considered. Trust their expertise and expect that they have your best interest at heart.

6. aLways HIrINg THE coNTracTor wITH THE LowEsT BId
If you are getting multiple bids for your construction project, and one bid is substantially lower than the others, this could be 
a warning sign. Sometimes a contractor really needs the work and will come in with a low bid just to get a foot in the door. Or 
they didn’t really pay close enough attention to the drawings and specifications, and are later surprised by what is being asked of 
them. They may try cut corners or find as many opportunities as possible for change orders. I’ve seen contractors walk away from 
projects before their completion because they knew they were going to lose more money the longer they stayed on the job.
If the bid documents are clear and reasonably complete, and if you’re talking to contractors who are qualified for the type of 
project you are planning, their bids should be within a spread of 10 - 15% of each other. Get references for contractors from 
clients who have done projects similar in scope to yours. And carefully review, or get your architect’s help in reviewing all the bids 
for an apples to apples comparison.

pArTIAl cosT BreAKdown exAmple
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