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approach for some time. 
For him it means directing 
budget-conscious clients 
to the right places for their 
purchases—Sears instead 
of France, for example. He 
also gives them strategies 
for staying on top of the 
budget. One is to reduce 
the number of vendors that 
have to show up at the site. 
Instead of tile, he might 
suggest sheet goods—
plywood, linoleum floor-
ing, or a fiberglass shower 
surround. “It directs people 
toward an attitude that gives 
them a sense of economy 
and can still produce quite a 
nice place,” he explains.

Anticipating the inevi-
table budget creep, Mulfin-
ger also shoots a little lower 
than the stated price range, 

while demonstrating that 
clients can have quality. An 
all-wood cabin interior is 
beautiful, he might tell cli-
ents, but you also can paint 
drywall a rich color and use 
just a little wood. By select-
ing a lower-grade window 
you’ll still have high per-
formance, just fewer size 
and color options. 

“Often, the best strategy 
is to create the least expen-
sive house they’re willing 
to accept,” he says. “If that 
price comes in below bud-
get, they can add costs later. 
But if you do it the other 
way around, it’s more dif-
ficult to pull costs out and 
still get it to look good. Or 
the client is so in love with 
the stone they can only get 
from the Colorado Rockies 

that they feel they’re getting 
less if they can’t have it.”

In short, it’s a better 
experience to upgrade—and 
that’s true in the builder re-
lationship, too. “If you bid 
it out and at the last minute 
the client wants to upgrade 
to better stone, the builder 
just sees the price of the 
stone and doesn’t put in ex-
tra costs,” Mulfinger points 
out. “If you’re doing that in 
reverse, the added costs are 
already built in, and when 

you downgrade those costs 
don’t get taken out.”

Everyone dreams of the 
extravagant commission, 
and few are handed that 
gift, even in the best of 
times. But being budget-
conscious on behalf of 
clients is satisfying in its 
own right. “I think of it as a 
great learning opportunity,” 
Pardo says. “The more op-
portunity we have to focus 
on costs, the better we are 
as architects.” ra

“a lot of our custom home clients  

appreciate the look that comes out of 

an economy-minded thought process.”

—brian phillips, aia, leed ap

Go to http://resarch.hotims.com for more info


