
When you’re building a new home,
you can’t just flip open a reference

book, run your finger down the alpha-
betical listings and say, “That’s the one.
That’s who’s going to build my house.”

You’re not just looking for a builder.
What you need is a new friend, a
financial consultant, a guru, a business
partner, an efficiency expert and maybe
a soul mate—all wrapped up in one
person. You need someone who knows
the ins and outs of the housing business.

Since you will ask so much of your
builder, it’s important to find one in
whom you can put your confidence.
Scrutinize your potential builders as
closely as you would a business partner
or a babysitter. Make sure not only that
he or she is competent, but also that
your personalities mesh.

Building a home can get intense.
You and your builder will enter a
relationship that demands large doses
of patience and trust. He or she will

have to understand your vision and
your budget.

On the job, your builder oversees
the construction of your home, setting
deadlines and coordinating the arrival
of materials and labor for every phase
of building, from digging the footings
to raising the roof. He’ll be the project
manager for an immense undertaking
that’s especially sensitive to weather,
time and government regulation.

So have patience, expect some delays
and, most of all, do your homework.

Build a list
Start looking for a builder early. Months
before you begin moving dirt, you
should launch an informal search for a
general contractor. Make plenty of
notes! Visit www.move.com to search
for a list of qualified builders in your
area or contact the National Association
of Home Builders (NAHB). You can
also ask your local builders’ association.

Get leads from friends and col-
leagues, especially people apt to give you
straight stories about their experiences.
Consult people involved in other aspects
of home building, too. Loan officers at
mortgage companies, real estate lawyers
and appraisers, and others who regularly
deal with the business of buying and
selling houses can offer up names and
opinions of builders in your area.

If you have an idea of where you
want to build your new house, drive
around the neighborhood and check
out the homes that are going up. Ask
new homeowners or people working
on job sites who the major builders are
in the area. Most builders specialize in
certain neighborhoods. If you know
where you want to build, there’s no
better way of doing research than to
drive around and ask questions.

During the list-building process,
find out not only which builders are
popular, but also what problems have
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Have patience, expect delays and
most of all, do your homework.



occurred with the not-so-popular
builders. Once they get started, most
people won’t hesitate to go into the most
minute details of their home-building
experience. Smile, nod and when they
talk about builders, take note.

Be exhaustive. In addition to noting
their reputations, keep a log of which
builders build what kinds of houses,
and in what price range. All of your
notes will come in handy. And the work
you do at this point will save you time
and headaches in the future.

Pare down
When you’ve done a thorough search—
you’ll know you’re ready when you start
seeing the same names come up again
and again—sit down with your notes.
A few names will probably stick out—
because they’re the largest, most active
builders in your area, or because the
people you’ve talked to offered stellar
recommendations.

Find a builder who constructs
homes in styles, sizes and locations
corresponding to the one you plan to
build. It doesn’t make sense to hire a
company who builds million-dollar
mansions on the north side of town if
you plan to put up a cozy, little south-
side cottage.

When you’re down to a short list of
builders (three or four), set up a few
tours. Ask the potential contractors if
you can walk around a home they’ve

recently built. Some contractors can
put you in contact with clients willing
to show off their houses. Since the
builder won’t give you the name of an
unhappy customer, these tours should
be more about looking than about
listening. Inspect the quality of the
floors, the corner finishes, the evenness
of installed tile and the home’s general
craftsmanship. Even if you’re an
amateur at judging workmanship, you
can still compare the work done on
one house to the work done on
another. If you feel comfortable doing
so, take along someone who knows
homes and can point out details you
might not have noticed.

Compare builders’ warranties, too.
It’s common for builders to guarantee
materials and workmanship for up to a
year after a home is completed. If
necessary, consult a lawyer to find out
what you’re entitled to after your home
is built. If you ask, some contractors
will even schedule in advance a couple
of visits to a new home, to make sure
everything is going smoothly.

Before you finalize your short list
of builders, check a few more items. In
most states, builders must register with
a government regulatory agency (the
particular agency may vary by state).
Also, make sure your candidate is
bonded, licensed and insured. Ask for
their credentials. Call the Better
Business Bureau, too, and find out if

there have been any complaints filed
against your potential builders.

Get bids
When you’re down to three or four
solid possibilities, solicit bids. Take your
blueprints with you to see builders, and
be sure to look at their portfolios. These
people will be in sales-pitch mode, but
try to discern how easy they’ll be to
work with. Do they give you straight
answers? Your interaction should be
comfortable and communicative. 

Make sure each contractor works
from the same set of blueprints, with the
same list of finishing materials. If you
want certain products used—faucets,
windows, countertops—specify them
when you solicit bids.

When the bids come in, don’t just
jump on the lowest one. You get what
you pay for. Some builders try to come
in low on the initial bid just to get the
job—but they’ll probably be forced to
cut corners later. Look at the price as
just one of many factors in choosing
your builder. If you’ve done your
homework, by the time you’ve narrowed
the list to three or four candidates, all
the parties should be highly qualified. 

Ask plenty of questions and trust
your instincts. If you had a good
meeting with a builder, heard good
things from his or her customers, and
think the bid is fair—then you’ve found
yourself a builder.
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