The perfect
partnership
Design-build approach to building
a home can streamline process

BY SANDRA HOSKING
ow many homeowners have worked painstakingly with an architect to
draw up perfect plans for their dream house—complete with high-tech
mudroom, five-car garage, and multi-head showers—only to find that
their dream is shattered by the harsh reality of construction costs?
Homeowners might want to consider hiring a firm that provides both architectural and construction services in a process called design build.
The design-build process enables the designer and contractor to work in tandem,
so that the homeowner knows what they can build and for what price, representatives of such firms here say.
At Copeland Architecture & Construction Inc., of Spokane, design-build gives a
client a single point of contact for his or her home project.
“We utilize a design-driven approach emphasizing the architect to lead the designbuild team and manage the project,” says Jeff Fountain, an architect at Copeland.
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Hanson Carlen
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Top and left, a home designed and built by Hanson Carlen. The
company changed its approach to building and added an architect two years ago.

Shaun and Stacey Smith hired Deer Park’s Hanson Carlen
Construction Co. to remodel and expand their 1928 South Hill
home.
“The design-build process used by Hanson Carlen has been
more than just the firm offering an architect ,” Shaun Smith says.
“Ryan (Ruffcorn), the architect , has worked with us to make each
room meet our needs and to help us prioritize needs so that we
could get the most bang for our buck.”
Hanson Carlen changed its approach to using the designbuild process about two years ago.
“We’d done lots of projects and worked with architects, and
we knew that the best projects were projects that had an architect involved in them,” says David Hanson, of Hanson Carlen,
who is a third-generation builder.
When considering whether to build a custom home, people
often wonder where to begin. Should they hire a builder or an
architect first? How much will it all cost?
“Most of the bad experiences that you ever hear or find out
in residential work is because people didn’t check (the builder)
out ,” Hanson says. “Having an architect is a real plus. It costs
some money, but it pays in the long run.”
In a typical construction project , the plans are drawn up first
with a designer, then a contractor is hired.
“Typically, a builder comes in late in the process, and the
plans are all done, and this house is ready to go,” says Hanson.
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Above and right, three different projects designed and built by
Copeland Architecture & Construction.

The couple is often surprised and disappointed when they
find out how much it will actually cost to build their dream
house. The result is that the couple must sacrifice parts of their
plans to stay within their budget .
“The house is in danger of not looking like what they want .
They’ve already invested thousands of dollars in this process,”
he says.
The design-build process benefits the client because it’s collaborative and allows subcontractors to be involved earlier in the
process, so that they can suggest alternatives and techniques
that might be incorporated into the plans.
The cost of building materials fluctuates during the design
process, too, and weather is also a factor.
Says Fountain, “If a client needs to start construction quickly,
such as pouring a concrete foundation before winter, the designbuild method allows us to start the process before finalizing the
details of the design.”
For the Smiths, the design-build process has been positive
with virtually no surprises.
“Since Hanson Carlen provided us with a fixed price, the only
additional cost to us is when we decide to make minor changes
to the project . If the contractors make a small error and need to
redo something, it’s on their nickel, not mine,” Shaun Smith
says. “This was not the case three years ago when my wife and I
remodeled much of our home and foolishly agreed to a ‘pay as
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you go’ approach with a local contractor.
We paid for materials plus contractor
markup and for hourly labor. I was constantly frustrated with the slow pace of
the workers and dramatically overpaid for
the product I got .”
Hanson, the builder, and Ruffcorn, the
architect challenge each other, by proposing ideas back and forth until they
come up with an affordable design for the
homeowner.
“When Ryan and I get together, it’s
push-pull,” Hanson says.
Says Ruffcorn, “I really believe that
architecture and good building shouldn’t
just be for the rich. It should be for the
middle class, too. Having a project that
functions well and lasts a long time is
something everyone should have.”

The process
Initially, Hanson will meet with homeowners at their site to determine the
scope of their construction needs, then
offer a budget figure.
If the homeowners decide to move
forward, Ruffcorn will send them a
detailed questionnaire that asks about
their lifestyle and preferences. Questions
include what style of house they want ,
how they will use the space and certain
rooms, whether they prefer skylights, or
whether the kitchen needs to open onto a
terrace.
Next , Ruffcorn has a design meeting
with the owners.
“I hear from them what their needs

and wants and desires are and couple
that with the questionnaire, and I take
some initial measurements,” he says.
Then, Ruffcorn takes those ideas and
comes up with three to five concepts
that all are different , but that accommodate the owners’ wishes. Meanwhile,
Hanson determines a budget for each
design.
During the design process, a homeowner might be asked to sign a design
agreement that outlines and covers the
cost of just those services.
Hanson Carlen will meet with the
homeowners several times until the
design, including selection of materials, is
completed.
“Where the budget usually is blown is
on finishes,” Hanson says. “You can take

“When Ryan and
I get together,
it’s push-pull.”

–David Hanson,
Hanson Carlen Construction Co.
a kitchen faucet and you can spend $900
on it or $60.”
For that reason, the company will
select a variety of finishes geared toward
economical, mid-scale, or upscale projects.

The design-build process can take
about four months for a remodel to a year
for a new house, Hanson and Ruffcorn
say.
The length of a project’s development
varies at Copeland.
“We try to accommodate clients that
come to us to start the design process
with the intent of starting construction
four months later, and we also have
clients that contact us to start design four
years prior to moving here,” Fountain
says. “During design we do not like to rush
the process, and it usually helps to have
periods of time for the client to reflect on
the design changes since our last meeting.
The construction process usually takes us
between seven and 12 months depending
on the size, complexity, and location of
the project .”
During construction, Hanson Carlen
and the owners will take several walkthroughs at various stages, such as when
the electrical system or plumbing is being
installed.
The most important thing to consider
when considering building or remodeling
a home is hiring a contractor with an
impeccable reputation, Smith says.
“Next on the list would be to make sure
the contract includes a fixed price. Next ,
the design-build process ensures that the
architect and the builder are on the same
page. It starts with a budget steering the
design so you end up with a plan that you
can afford,” he says.


Reprinted from the April/May 2008 issue of
Inland NW Homes & Lifestyles, Spokane, Washington.
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