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The Prnhlem WItn Pe"ec“nn by Paul Sharp

obody’ s perfect. We all know this,
N but that doesn’t stop some

peoplefrom forcing themselves,
and often everyone around them, into a
fruitless pursuit of the elusive goal of
perfection. Good isn't good enough, and
thejoy we might attain from the satisfac-
tion of ajob well doneislost in an endless
struggle to eliminate whatever vestiges of
imperfectionremain.

There are several problemswith this
approach to life. Thefirst isthat it focuses
on elimination of mistakes, rather than on
getting things done. Mistakes are a
necessary part of learning and growing. If
you aren’t making mistakes, then you
probably aren’t trying hard enough, and
attempting new things and new experi-
ences. Even worse, in their quest for
perfection people are often unwilling to
recognize the mistakes they make, and are
therefore unabletolearn from them.
Admitting amistakewould mean admitting
they weren't perfect, and heaven forbid
that should happen. It’s far better to
cheerfully admit your mistakesand quickly
correct them. By doing thiswe can avoid
turning simplemistakesintofull-scale
disasters.

When you focus on the errors of
others, rather than the things they achieve,
they will quickly learnto hidetheir
mistakes. Thisis human nature. We tend to
do those things for which we are rewarded,
and avoid those actions for which we are
punished.

Theother problem with perfectionism
isthat it takes all thejoy out of life. Instead
of an experience to be savored, a passion to
be shared with others, life becomes a
constant struggle against human fallibility.
Instead of relishing our major triumphs, we
fret over our minor peccadilloes. What
should be a bright, sunny approach toward
life becomes a sour critical obsession with
minutia

Thetruegoa inlifeisn’'t perfection—
i’ sachievement. If you are working to
change the world, to make it better than
you found it, then you will inevitably make
mistakes. Perfectionism can get in the way
of thisgoal by limiting what you do (the
lessyou do the fewer mistakes you will
make), and by preventing you from trying
new things, pushing new boundaries, and
learning and growing from the mistakeswe
make along the way.

Thereisalso adifference between
striving for excellence and perfectionism.
The coach who pushes his players to try
harder and do better isn’t necessarily a
perfectionist. If he’'s any good, he doesn’t
get mad at his playersfor making mistakes.
He only gets mad when they make the same
boneheaded mistakes again and again.
What he focuses on are results — and the
effort made to achieve those results.

The opposite approach to perfection-
ismisthat of honest craftsmanship.
Craftsmanship struggles to achieve
excellence and utility. It strives each day to
be better than the day before. But if you

look at abeautiful piece of handmade
furniture, you will noticethat it takeson
the individuality of the person who made
it —with slight imperfectionsin the wood,
an extratouch of the blade here and there
that hasleft its mark, and in away made
the object more beautiful for its human
imperfections.

Thisisespecialy truein home
building. If you expect to build a home
without making mistakes, you arelivingin
adreamworld. Y ou need to expect
mistakes, and have a system in place to
quickly find those mistakes and correct
them, and then integrate what you've
learned into a system to avoid that mistake
in the future. When mistakes are made,
look for solutionsrather than recrimina-
tions. Like the football coach, don’t beat
up on your players when they make
mistakes. If they’ re professional, they’ll
feel badly enough on their own for the
mistake without you rubbing their noses
intoit. (Although if they make the same
mistakes again and again, maybe you need
new players.)

This attitude should be conveyed to
your clientsaswell asyour staff. Create
“realistic expectations’ early oninthe
process by letting them know there is no
such thing as a “perfect house.” Then,
when mistakes are inevitably made, they
will treat it merely asaminor glitch onthe
way to amasterpiece. They’ re happier,
and you're happier. And what could be
more perfect than that?



ood builders not only
manage the construc-
tion process — they also

manage their customers. While on
the face of it this may sound
underhanded and manipulative —
itrealyisn’t. Customer manage-
ment is simply understanding and
anticipating the needs of your
customers, and then putting in
place systems to satisfy those needs as
efficiently and painlessly as possible.
When rental car companies makeit
possible for repeat customersto pick up a
car without waiting inacheck-inline—
that’s customer management. When
Amazon.com suggests items you might be
interested in buying based on past
selections, that’s customer management.
And when the home building industry
makesit easy for home buyersto tailor
their homesto their individual needs,
that’s just good customer management.

The emotional cost of

buying a home

When customers buy a new home, they
actually pay two prices—oneisthe
financial price, and the other isthetime,
effort, and hassle that goes into the
process of buying a home and selecting all
the options that go into it.

For some people, this expenditure of
time and energy isapositive experience.
They enjoy participating in the design
process. They like being able to customize
their home to reflect their tastes and
personality, and enjoy making decisions.
Other clients hate to make decisions. They
worry that they’re not getting the best
deal, they fret over making amistakethey
will later regret, and they vacillate back and
forth over the ssmplest decision until they
drivethebuilder (and themselves) crazy.

Whilethe builder can dolittleto
change the personality of the client (other
than try to avoid the more difficult types),
they can structure the decision making
processin such away that it minimizesthe
emotional cost, and provides an organized
and enjoyable home building experience.
At the sametime, it makesthe builder’ sjob
easier by eliciting the buyer’sinput in a
timely manner, and minimizing any sources
of future conflict. Happy customers mean
happy builders.

Make your life, and your client’slife, easier
by pre-selecting and pre-pricing as many
options and upgrades as possible. Bundle
those options to simplify the decision process.
If you give people too many choices they
become confused and don’t buy.

The Power of Choice

Providing people with choicesisa
powerful marketing concept. “ Do you
prefer product A or product B” is a better
sales approach than “What do you think?
Y ou want to buy, or what?’ Remember
that buyers always have a choice. They
can choose to buy, or not buy. They can
buy from you, or from someone else. To
get them to buy, and buy from you, you
have to give them the choices they want,
inaway that they like.

Too few choices

Henry Ford once had over 50% of the
world market in automobiles. His philoso-
phy on choiceswas simple: “You can
have any color you want, aslong asit’s
black.” That worked fineuntil General
Motors came along and let buyers have
their pick of models and colors. When you
give buyers too few choices, they go
looking elsewhere to find what they want.

Too many choices

Today, consumers have more choices
than ever before. A typical supermarket
may carry 350,000 different products,
including (in one store) 240 brands of pain
relievers. Maybe we buy so many pain
relievers because we get a headache from
making so many choices.

When you give buyers too many
choices, they become confused and don’t
buy anything. Making a sale is often a
process of reducing uncertainty. Thisis
typically the case with the custom builder
who givestheir clients unlimited choices
and provides little guidance. The buyer is
often overwhelmed by the decision-
making process and decides to buy a
production home or an existing home.

Managing choice
The correct solution isto try to give the
buyer the right number of choices,
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organized in away that makesit
easy. Thekey isto break the
decisionsinto “bite-sized pieces,”
and simplify thedecision-making
process. Three waysto do this are
preselecting, bundling, and
customization.

Preselecting consists of deter-
mining the most cost-effective
choice for the buyer, and providing
this as the default choice. This could mean
choosing Andersen Windows, Kohler
fixtures, and Corian countertops, and
explaining to the buyer why you chose
those selections (quality, warranty, brand-
name awareness, etc.) Unless they have
strong objections to any of these selec-
tions, they become non-issues for the
buyer.

Bundling is the process of grouping
optionsinto a predetermined package. For
example, an upgraded lighting package
could include a predetermined number of
additional recessed lights, plus alighting
coveinthe dining room. Now, instead of
making five or six choices, buyersonly
have to make one. In addition, they know
that the options are designed to work
together. While the number of decisions
goes down, the average value of those
decisions increases.

Customization (as opposed to pure
custom) presents buyers with a home plan
and allowsthem to makeincremental
changes in room size and usage. Instead of
starting from a blank sheet of paper, their
choices are manageable. Options are often
prepackaged and prepriced so they can
selectfromtheir limited menu.

How to simplify the process

In order to apply the insights of pre-
selecting, bundling and customization, start
by analyzing the purchasing trends of
recent buyers. While some buyers are very
price conscious, others are less sensitive to
price, but insist on the highest quality.
Simply by going through a house plan, you
can begin to predict the appliances and
components different types of clients
wouldprefer.

Go through the entire house as if you
were aclient. Ask yourself what would you
select if you were ahighly price-sensitive
buyer, but didn’t want to compromise on
performance and value. These become your
“standard” selections. Then go through



the house as if you were a

highly status sensitive
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Asyou make your selections, look for
items that can be gathered into “bundles’
to make the decision making easier. For
example, you may decide that recessed
lighting is an additional item, but that most
people want recessed lights in the same
places. Rather than price each additional
light separately, you may offer one price
for alighting package of ten lights, all pre-
positioned in the home. Some builders
have carried this as far as having style
driven bundles of choices, such as the
“Country French Kitchen.” Thisbundle
could include pre-selected cabinets,
finishes, countertops, tiles, and appli-
ances, all color coordinated, at one
additional price.

Once you have made your selections,
organize them into categories according to
when those selections need to be made to
facilitateconstruction. For example,
decisions about structural changes such
as adding windows or enlarging aroom
need to be made early in the process, while
decisions about carpets and tiles can be
left until later.

Make a separate form for each
selection meeting. We have three such
meetings, but you can organize the
process any way that suits your system of
construction.

1. Structural and exterior materials. Here
they decide such things as exterior
finishes, windows, decks and patios,
fireplaces, and finished basements or
bonus areas.
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Using an Excel ™ spreadsheet is an excellent way of organizing the selection process.

Putting an "X

in the box on the left automatically adds the item and sums the costs.

FREEBIE: If youwould liketo obtain afree copy of thisselection programin Excel, just
email usat info@HBNnNet.com and ask for acopy of the Excel Option spreadsheet.

2. Pre-mechanical, which decideskitchen
layout, cabinets, appliances, countertops,
bathfixtures, HVAC, andelectrical.

3. Pre-flooring includes hardwood, carpet,
tile,andinterior trimcolors.

Schedule all of these meetingswell in
advance of the ordering times for each of
these items. During the meetings you
simply go downthelist and fill intheform.
It organizes the decision making process,
ensures that you get the information you
need when you need it, and breaks the
difficult process of making all those
decisions into manageabl e bites.

To simplify this process even more,
you may want to convert your option list
to an Excel ™ spreadsheet. Y ou can simply
put an“X” in abox to select theitem, and
the computer automatically adds the
costs. The client follows on a hard copy of
theform, whileyou completetheformon
the computer. An exampleis shown on
this page.

Dealing with exceptions

Of course, you may find that the client has
their heart set on some option or selection
that’s not on the list. There’s nothing
wrong with having aline on theform for
“other” and filling it out with whatever
their choice may be. Y ou will then haveto
research the pricing, Thelist of selections
can simply be a starting point, but, you'll

discover that by having that starting point
of pre-selected choices, most selectionswill
be made from that list. The“other” items
become amanageabl e exception, represent-
ing considerably less work for you and the
client, rather than starting from scratch with
each and every new house you build.

Plan ahead to save time later

Going through this organization process for
every house that you build isalot of work.
But you'd be going through this process
anyway, either with yourself, or with the
client. All you're attempting isto do as
much of thiswork for the client ahead of
time, presenting them with the choices that
represent the most value. You'll also
discover that having done this process for
each home, you' |l savetimewith each
subsequent client. In addition, the client
will appreciate having their options
presented to them in an organized fashion.
Since the selection processis easier and all
therelevant information available at time of
selection, buyerswill be moreinclined to
make decisions on the spot, rather than
drawing out the process.

That’sawin-win situation. The buyer
wins because the selection process has
been simplified and made more enjoyable.
The builder wins because he gets the
decisions he needs in an organized and
timely manner.



Ask Al oy nieis

Qualifying Clients
and Expectations

: When | sit down with
prospective new clients, |

often find that their financial
m on't match their expectations.
They'relookingfor milliondollar
houses, but don't have million dollar
resources. How can | avoid wasting
my time, and dashing their hopes?

: Financial qualificationis
related to the type of
business you run and the

pricerange in which you operate.

Many builders use a Realtor to
help them qualify theclient. Or, you
can arrange for your clients to meet
with your lender early in the process
to verify they arefinancially ableto
compl ete the project.

Thereis nothing wrong with
raising the issue of costs and budget
inyour first client meeting. If the
clientscomewith aplan, after
examining it you can say, "This house
appearsto bein the $700,000 to
$800,000 pricerange, depending upon
which amenitiesyou include. Isthat
what you hadinmind?' Similarly,
without a plan you can certainly ask
the question, "What price range are
you looking for?"

Remember, you don't need to be
shy or afraid of upsetting the client.
Y ou have every right to know
whether the client is qualified before
you invest your time and energy in
pricing the home.

If their expectations and
resources don't match, deal frankly
and clearly with the clients up front
and explain that, based on their
budget, there are things that must be
deleted from their house. Typically
thiswill mean either asmaller house
or lower quality amenitiesand
finishes.

Make sure that both you and the
clients understand exactly what they
are getting and what they are paying.
Thisis the secret to getting along
with your clients and building a
strong reputation.
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Short Passages

hristopher Alexander
wrote A Pattern
Language, outlining

over 250 rules of thumb that
affect home design. In this
seriesof articles, we've
highlighted some of our
favorite patterns.

132. Short Passages
“Long, sterile corridors set the
scene for everything bad
about modern

architecture. Therefore: Keep
passages short. Make them as
much likeroomsaspossible...
Make them generous in shape
and always give them plenty
of light...”

Many of the patterns
speak obliquely about traffic
patterns in a house. Ideally,
the house should be laid out
so that every area of the
house is easily accessible to
any other area. There'salot
you can do to turn hallways
into usable spaces such as
mini libraries, sitting areas, etc.

In the house on the right,

notice how the hallway has been converted
into a computer area tucked within the U-
shaped stair. House plan by David Court.

.
On the L evel isdistributed monthly by
your local lumber dealer or supplier.
Visitour web siteat www.HBNnet.com

© Copyright 2006, HomeBuildersNetwork

Contributors

Al Trellishas 25 years experience as a
builder and is a speaker, consultant, and
columnist for CustomHomemagazine.

Bill Watkins has 25 years experience asa
builder and consultant.

Paul Shar p ismarketing director of Home
BuildersNetwork.

| BREAKFAST
9-0 X 10-0

FAMILY ROOM
15-8 X 14-8

Quote of the Month
“A lifeisnot important
except in the impact it has
on other lives.”

— Jackie Robinson

Next Month: Back toBasics—Control
Construction Costs. Without tight
financial controls, small overrunscan
accumulate until the budget spirals out of
control. How to establish a system for
managing construction costs before they
destroy your profits.



