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Next-Generation

Younger, technology-focused homebuyers appear ready to
re n embrace the benefits of today’s prefabricated houses, creating
opportunities for savvy contractors. Page 10
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Today’s Consumers

Aswelook to the future of homebuilding,
itis helpful to examine the next gener-
ation of homebuyers. Technology has
dramatically changed the way younger
Americansdo everything: howthey com-
municate, how they read books, how
they listen to music and how they spend
their money.

This generation will certainly embrace
similar forms of technology - not just
in their daily lives, but also in the con-
struction of their homes, as well. We
now expect things to be faster and better
than ever, and prefabricated homes
offer the perfect match to these instant-
gratification cravings.

Here’s a quick analogy. Think of the
last car you purchased. More than likely
you did not have the car custom-built
byhand, piece by piece, outside ina park-
ing lot. No - you bought a car that was
built with careful attention to detail,
exacting tolerances and excellent quali-
ty control, all thanks to the advances in
the car manufacturing process.
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Now think of how most homes are
built. The differences are quite poignant.
Many homes spend a significant amount
of time exposed to the elements. Site-
built homes are typically limited in the
building tolerances they canachieve,and
hence these homes can have a high
degree of variability.

The level of quality control in the
homes - while outstanding for some
builders - is poor for others. This lack of
consistency can make it challenging to
deliver the quality of homes that today’s
consumer demands.

Why Now?

The recentrecessionin the housing mar-
ket is pushing builders to reinvent them-
selves to continue tobe relevantand suc-
cessful. In its most recent top-10 list
(“Tenfor’10 Ideas to Build On,” Builder,
June 2010), the National Association of
Homebuilders has predicted the top
building trends for the next 10 years.

All of these trends target an aspect of
green building, and factory-built homes
are second on the list. The growth of the
greenbuildingindustryover thelast sev-
eral years has been remarkable, and as
this industry continues to expand and
refine itself, prefabricated homes will
certainly play akeyrole.

Benefits and Drawbacks

A paradigm shift toward prefabrication
is underway that will continue to change
the way that homeowners see the pro-
cess of building a new home. There are
many different types of prefabricated or
systems-built homes, from panelized
homes and modular homes, to concrete
and log homes.

Each system has its own specific ad-
vantages and challenges, but here are
some of the key distinguishing factors
that excite homeowners:

1. Durability. A factory-built home never
sees the elements until it is unloaded at
the jobsite. Most styles of prefab homes
can be dried-in very quickly, and with
some luck, the structure may never see

bad weather. Without exposure to rain,
ultraviolet light, wind or snow, these
structures willhave alonger lifespan. The
shorter construction time also reduces
the chance for delays due to bad weather.
2. Waste Reduction. Comprehensive
reuse and recycling is much more com-
mon with factory-built homes. Many
companies produce little or no waste,
reducing clutter and cost during con-
struction. The drastic reductionin waste
from the prefabricated portions can also
encourage the on-site trades to work
hard to do their part to reduce waste.
3. Repeatability. The factory-trained
worker is an expert in his stage of the
construction process. Flashing a win-
dow in a comfortable, well-lit environ-
ment offers greater consistencyand pre-
cision than the site-installed window
flashing that is installed via a ladder at
the end of the workday.
4. Quality. From more consistent mate-
rial control to checking the accuracy
of each component built, the ability to
monitor quality in a factory setting can
far exceed that found on a jobsite.
5. Precision. Using advanced tools such
as computer-aided saws and pneumatic
squaring tables allows prefabricated
homes to achieve high levels of preci-
sion and efficiency.
6. Speed. Once the home arrives on the
jobsite, the time saved in erecting the
shell can save weeks or more in the con-
struction schedule.
7. Faster Adoption of Change. As the
homebuilding industry continues to
evolve rapidly, homeowners are likely to
find that prefabricated homes can incor-
porate new technologies and products
more readily into their process, avoiding
the sometimes painful learning curve
that often follows new ideas.
8. Cost. Many of the above factors lead to
more cost-effective building solutions
than traditional stick building methods.
As with most things, there is a range of
cost, quality and customer service that
varies with the individual manufacturer.
Changeis never easyin the building >>
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>> sector. So what are the key issues and
roadblocks that builders should keep an
eye out for?

» More Work Up Front. More up-front
planning is required since many of the
decisions that builders are used to mak-
ing during construction must take place
before ground is broken. This can take
more communication with homeowners
early on to help guide them through key
milestones for their home.

Any changes made late in the process
maybe more costly than with a stick built
home. These trends will allow leading
builders with effectivelong-term planning
toshave cost and time off their schedules.
» Subcontractor Learning Curve. Getting
your subcontractors up to speed on new
methods can be a challenge, especially
when you are trying to establish a fair
price. The differences for a given trade
between stick-built construction and
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The differences for a given trade
between stick-built construction
and prefab construction can
vary greatly, and talking with
builders and subcontractors
who have experience with a
particular system can be
extremely helpful.

prefab construction can vary greatly,and
talking with builders and subcontractors
who have experience with a particular
system can be extremely helpful.

» Design Parameters. Some types of pre-
fabricated systems will have size limita-
tions. For example, panelized manufac-
turers may be more cost effective when
walls are built in 4-foot increments, and
modular homes are typically limited to

13-foot, nine-inch-wide modules to allow
for transportation of the home.

Understanding all of these parame-
ters early on can promote synergy in the
design process.

Time to Reboot

Very few things change quickly in the
homebuilding world, and until now the
growth of the prefabricated home market
has notbeen an exception. The “reboot”
in the housing industry has opened the
door for new ideas, and diversifying your
abilities as a builder to include factory-
built homes can open new opportunities
for you and your customers. @

Steve Linton, LEED AP, BPI Certified
Professional, is Divector of Sustainable
Technologies for Deltec Homes. For more
information, call 828.253.0483 or visit
www.deltechomes.com.
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