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Back to Basics: Speeding the Schedule

by Paul Sharp and
Bill Watkins

ccess in the building
usiness requires
ontrolling two

factors: money and time.

While builders often have

elaborate systems to control money —
with estimating, job cost accounting, and
purchase order systems, scheduling is
often more hit and miss. At the beginning
of the job a schedule is developed, and
then adjusted as delays make havoc of
the carefully wrought plans.

Onthejob site, timeismoney. Certain
costs, such as construction financing
interest and overhead, aretied to the time
it takes to build the house. Other factors
arelessdirectly linked—for examplea
faster turnover timewill increaseincome
and productivity, and have a major impact
onprofitability.

Cycle or turnover time consists of
two elements—lag time, or time
between starts, and construction time,
from groundbreaking to closing. Y ou
can reduce | ag time through having
homes pre-designed, pre-selected,
and pre-approved for construction.
Y ou can reduce construction time
by eliminating dead periodsfrom
the schedule, and by having
multipletaskscompleted
simultaneously.

While
reducing cycle

The faster the turnover (lesstimeto build, less
time between houses) the greater the profits.
Part of thisincrease is due to increased volume,
and part due to lower overhead per house.

time isusually agood thing, the goal is
not to build a house as quickly as humanly
possible. In demonstration projects, home
builders associations have shown that it's
possible to build a house from foundation
to completion in 24 hours. Rushing the
schedule, however, increases the
likelihood of errors or shoddy
workmanship. Thegoal isto buildina
reasonable time, where subs can
comfortably completetheir work without
unnecessary down time. Pushing the
schedule too fast can also lead to
unreasonable :

expectations on the part of
thehomeowner. You'll have
happier customersif you
promise less and deliver
ahead of time.

The system you use for
scheduling is less important
than the fact that you have
a system, and that you use it consistently.
There seem to be two approaches to
managing the schedule — either a highly
detailed, complex, and powerful CPM
(Critical Path Management) system such
asMicrosoft Project, or asimple, calendar
based manual system. While CPM
systems are powerful tools for
understanding how the different aspects
of the job interact, they take timeto set up
and analyze. Their very power and
complexity may makethemoverkill for the
typical small builder.

Calendar approaches, on the other
hand, are simple enough, but they lack
any analytical tools. When a change
occurs, you have to manually adjust all
the subsequent dates. There are a few
computer calendar programs, but they lack

the ability to link all the eventsand
reschedul e automatically. What is
needed is a simple system that

uses the power and
III

flexibility of the
o

computer, but without
. r the setup time of
=== . —. full-blownCPM
systems.
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Back to Basics
Continued from Page 1

The basics of scheduling

The basic concept of project scheduling is
to break each project (such as build
house) into a series of related tasks (such
as pour foundation.) Each task has a
duration (length of timeit takes to
complete the task) and a precedent
(events that must be completed before the
task can begin).

The first step in any scheduling
system is to break the project up into its
tasks, determine the duration of each task,
and link the task to its precedents. The
task breakdown can be as simple or as
complex as you want and as your
management system demands. For
example, you can have one task pour
foundation, or you can break it into
smaller tasks, such as form footings,
install rebar, pour footing, form walls,
pour walls. The more tasks you input, the
greater detail of control, but the more
difficultitisto maintain.

The value of simplicity

The beauty of simple management
systems is that people actually use them.
Asthey grow in complexity, usage
diminishes until you reach a point where
the output from the system isn’t worth the
effort it takesto set it up and maintain it.
Asageneral rule, management systems
should be as complicated as they need to
be to give you the information you need,
and no more. If you are building a nuclear
submarine, with millionsof component
parts, and thousands of tasks, you need a

lot of information at your fingertips.
That'swhat CPM scheduling was created
for. If you're building a house —with
hundreds of tasks, a handful of
subcontractors, and asix month time
span, you need alot less detail.

Using Excel for scheduling

A spreadsheet program such as Excel is
ideal for doing all the mathematical
calculations involved in setting up a
schedule. Once you create a spreadsheet,
you can change the value in one cell (a
start date, for example) and the values of
all thelinked cells are changed
automatically. Every cell cancontain
either avalue (number, text, date) or a
formula

Excel convertsall datesinto numbers.
It can then add or subtract and generate a
new date. For example, if your start date
was January 1, and your first task was
building stake out, with a duration of 5
days, it would simply add 5 to the start
date, to give you a completion date for the
first task of January 6. But what happens
if the work happensto fall over aweekend
or holiday? January 6 will bethe wrong
calendar date.

To get around this problem, Excel has
afunction called WORKDAY . Itlooks at
the calendar and adds dates for weekends
and holidays. Y ou can determine ahead of
time what those holidays are, and put
theminto alist. Every task that islinked to
a previous task uses the cell that contains
the completion date of that task asits start
date. It reads the duration from another
cell, and then cal culates the completion
date for that task.

CPM Scheduling is powerful, but may be too cumbersome for small builders.
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Keeping it up to date

Ideally, everything will go exactly as
scheduled. Inthereal world, however,
delaysinvariably happen. Using amanual
system, you then have to go back and
recalculate all the subsequent tasks. In
Excel, simply input the actual completion
date, and it calculates both the delay and
the completion dates of all subsequent
tasks. It does this using the IF function.
Basically, it looks at the actual completion
date (in column F), and if thereisadate
entered it uses that to compute the next
scheduled completion date. If thereis
nothing entered, it uses the calculated
completiondatefrom columnE.
Milestones are indicated by the gray
shaded aress.

Sinceit’s so easy to update the
schedule, there's no reason not to have
an updated schedule which you can share
with subcontractors and suppliers. And
since Excel issowidely available on so
many different platforms, you can run this
fromyour laptop computer or Palm Pilot.

In order to modify this programto fit
your own scheduling system, just change
the days alloted to each task. To add
additional tasks, insert an additional row
wherever needed and then copy the
formulas down from the row above. Y ou
will probably have to adjust the linkages
to make sure the tasks are linked to the
right precedent.These linkages are spelled
out intwo hidden columns (C&D). Take
the time to play with the program and then
modify it to fit the way you build houses.

This simple spreadsheet program
won't do all the fancy stuff you can do in
MS Project, likeresource leveling or cost
allocation, but it'sa great way to keep
track of where you are on a project, what
needs to be done, and what delays have
occurred. It ssimple, straightforward, and
easy to modify. If you already own a copy
of Excel, thepriceisdefinitely right.

FREEBI E: Backin December of 2003, On
the Level published an article called
“Simple SchedulinginExcel.” Inthere, we
offered readers afree copy of asimple
scheduling program we had devel oped.
We are repeating that offer in thisissue. If
you would like to obtain afree copy of
thisscheduling programin Excel, just
email usat info@HBNnNet.com and ask for
acopy of the Excel Scheduling
spreadsheet.
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ACTIVITY
RELEASE DATE 04-Jan-05
Site Plan, Building Stakeout | 4 10-Jan-05
Temporary Utilities 1 11-Jan-05
Order Public Utilities 1 12-Jan-05
Excavate Foundation 1 13-Jan-05
Footings & Found. Walls 3 18-Jan-05
Order Lumber & Windows 1 05-Jan-05
Siding -- Order Material 1 19-Jan-05
W aterproofing 2 20-Jan-05
Sewer/Water 3 25-Jan-05
Backfill Foundation 1 26-Jan-05
Slab-on-Grade 3 31-Jan-05
Lumber & Windows 1 01-Feb-05
Frame House 141 21-Feb-05
Measure for Cabinets 1 02-Feb-05
Pick up extra lumber 1 22-Feb-05
Install Fireplace 1 22-Feb-05
Rough HVAC 2 23-Feb-05
Rough Plumb 3 24-Feb-05
Roofer 3 24-Feb-05
Rough Electric 2 28-Feb-05
Install Public Utilities 1 01-Mar-05
Frame Inspection 1] 01-Mar-05
Install Siding 8 | 08-Mar-05
Exterior Deck 2 10-Mar-05
Garage Doors 2 10-Mar-05
Gutters 1 09-Mar-05
Brick/Stone Install 3 11-Mar-05
Insulation 2 03-Mar-05
Drywall 10} 17-Mar-05
Deliver Cabinets 1 18-Mar-05
Exterior Concrete 3 22-Mar-05
Trim Labor 9 | 30-Mar-05
Clean House 2 01-Apr-05
Trim Return 1 31-Mar-05
Interior Painting 4 07-Apr-05
Finish Grade 2 11-Apr-05
Landscaping 1 12-Apr-05
Sod 2 14-Apr-05
Finish Electric 2 11-Apr-05
Install Countertops 4 13-Apr-05
Hardwood Flooring Install 4 13-Apr-05
Finish Plumbing 3 18-Apr-05
Clean House 3 12-Apr-05
Carpet Install 4 18-Apr-05
Set Appliances 1 19-Apr-05

Ten ways to reduce recycle times

Reducing cycle time (the time it takes
to start and complete a home) can
have a significant impact on the
bottom line. It increases productivity,
and decreases applied overhead per
house. Here are ten ways to reduce
that time without driving yourself
nuts.

1. Control the client

If thisisacustom home, maintain a
rigorous schedule for selections and
approvals. Clientswho can’t make up
their minds and then change their
decision later can create havoc in the
schedule. Make sure that decisions
are due well before they are needed.
Have apenalty for any client driven
delay. If it'saproduction or spec
house, make sure that the job never
waitsfor you to make adecision.

2. Simplify construction
Houseswith fewer complexitiesinthe
foundation or roof line are faster to
build. If you can simplify construction
without impacting curb appeal, you're
miles (and days) ahead. Once you
simplify the design, you can simplify
your life even more by building the
same house over again.

3. Streamline estimating

Have astraightforward estimating
system with pre-priced costs. Use
annual unit cost contracts with subs,
and update materials costsregularly. If
it'sahome you've built before, or a
modificationof one, incremental
estimating with updated costs should

be easy.

4. Control the regulatory

process

There' s no reason to wait for building
permits or inspections. Submit plans
for pre-approval beforeyou've
finished your current construction, so
that once you finish one house you're
ready to go on the next. If you
maintain atight schedule you can call
ahead afew days for inspections. And
if youinsist on making sureall items
are completed before the inspector
arrives, you can avoid repeat inspec-
tions.

5. Create cooperation
betweensubs

If you only use subs with whom you
have a good working relationship and
areliabletrack record, thejob will go
much smoother. At the beginning of
the job, coordinate the work between
the subs so that there is little down-
time, and the work of one does not
interferewith another.

6. Have a backup plan

In any schedule, things can go wrong.
Subswill get sick, taskswill need to
beredone, orderswill arriveincom-
plete. When that happens, you need
to think proactively. Shift another sub
in ahead if possible, or have a backup
sub from another job.

7. Pre-order materials

If you know what’ s needed ahead of
time, order ittoarriveearly. If it'sa
tricky order, check it at the dealer to
ensureit’s correct and complete, and
then have it shipped on site when
needed. Standard orders should arrive
intimeto reorder if necessary.

8. Use standardized selections
You'll havelesswaiting for materials
if you order itemsthat aretypically in-
stock. Y ou may want to limit window
sizesto three or four different
configurations, and use standard
plumbing and lighting fixtures.

9. Use parallel scheduling

It's possible for several contractors to
be working on site at the sametime, as
long asthey aren’'t working in the
same area or getting in each other’s
way. Typicaly, schedulesare
arranged sequentially with one task
being completed before another
begins. Y ou can save time by doing
non-linked tasks simultaneously.

10. Maintain the schedule

It's not important what scheduling
program you use — only that you use
one. A simple programiseasier to
maintain and update than acompli-
cated one, and thus more likely to be
implemented. If you find that you lose
aday, try to makeit up later.



Ask Al oyaitreiis
Building to a Budget

. A very nice couple recently
brought a set of plansto my
office and discussed what

they ted in their new house. By
the time they had listed everything,
thepricehad climbed to $795,000,
while their budget was under
$700,000. What can | do to maketheir
dreamsareality?

— Hopeful in Minnesota

Q : Prospective home buyers are
expertsin what they want,
but they rarely have an in-
depth knowledge in what things cost,
and how they contribute to the value
of their home. That’ s your expertise.
Y ou know aswell as| do that the
differencein cost between Moen and
Grohefaucetsis significant, and yet
in terms of function and even
aesthetics, the difference can be
minor. Using cultured stone instead
of fieldstone, using fiber cement
siding instead of cedar, and choosing
slightly less expensive lines of
cabinets, appliances, and flooring can
make ahuge differencein the ultimate
cost. Slatettiles, copper flashing and
hidden gutters make areal statement
as to quality, but they can push the
cost of the house through the roof.

It'sall amatter of priorities. What
is more important to them —the
Gaggenau dishwasher, the Wolfe
range and the SubZero refrigerator, or
theimported Italian marble and hand-
painted tiles? It’ s your job to steer
them through that maze of choices,
and select the ones that are most
important to them and that fit within
their budget.

Of course, some buyers are
unwilling to compromise, and their
dreamswill always be bigger than
their pocketbooks. It's always better
to recognize early that these clients
suffer from unrealistic expectations,
and that you will be better off not
having to deal with their
unreasonable demands and continual
dissatisfaction.

A Pattern Language by paul sharp
Couple's Realm

Chri stopher Alexander wrote

A Pattern Language,

outlining over 250 rules of thumb
that affect home design. In this series of

articles, we've highlighted some of our
favorite patterns.

and all the children’s rooms, where the
man and woman of the house can be
together in private. Give this place a
quick path to the children’s rooms, but,
at all costs, make it a distinctly separate
realm.”

136. Couple’s Realm

“ The presence of children in a family often
destroys the closeness and the special
privacy which a man and wife need
together. Therefore: Make a special part of
the house distinct from the common areas

Plans with the master bedroom on the
main level, and other bedrooms on the
second floor accentuate this couple's
realm by providing greater separation
between the master suite and the
Children'sream.

MASTER

SUITE
15-0 X 19-0

This master suite has everything a couple
needs for a retreat within their own home.
Vestibule, his and her closets, and a sumptu-
ous master bath. House plan by David Court.
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Quote of the Month
“Time is the scarcest
resource and unlessit is
managed nothing else can

Contributors be managed.”
Al Trellishas 25 years experience asa — Peter F. Drucker
builder and is a speaker, consultant, and
columnist for CustomHomemagazine.
IN NEXT MONTH'S ISSUE

Paul Shar p ismarketing director of Home

BuildersNetwork. Back toBasics: ManagetheM oney

A company can be making a profit and
still go bankrupt if they’ re not managing
their cash flow. Thetimeto arrange
financing is before you need it.

Bill Watkinshas 25 years experience asa
custom builder. He's noted for his expertise
on building management.



