
One of the most thrilling aspects of building your own
home is deciding exactly how you want it to live, feel
and look. You have the opportunity to trade a tight

kitchen and too-few baths for a home crafted by your
dreams. Unfortunately, you may find that the luxuries you’ve
dreamed about may not be compatible with your family’s
immediate needs, let alone a tight budget.  

Choosing a stock home plan in lieu of hiring an architect
is one way of cutting costs. Still, how can you economically

equip your home for your family’s changing needs and
accommodate your whims?

Uncover your family patterns
Sarah Susanka, author of The Not So Big House and Creating
the Not So Big House, advises that the best way to start
planning for a new home is to create a wish list and a reality
list. This way, you are forced to compare your dreams with
your family’s daily needs and patterns.

Plan KLF-9710, www.homeplans.com
This home’s open floor plan allows

for a flexible use of space. Here, the
bayed family room expands into the

breakfast nook, creating a larger
area suitable for entertaining.
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“American suburbs are filled with big, expensive houses,”
she says, “but a bigger house isn’t necessarily a better home.”
To strike a balance between cost, quality and quantity, she
explains, you should expect your new home to “make spaces
do double duty” rather than to provide “a space for every
purpose under the sun.”

For example, Susanka argues that the formal dining
room is a thing of the past—in most households, it is used
only for special occasions, rarely on a day-to-day basis. 

Since most families spend the majority of their time in
and around the kitchen, it may be more practical to invest
time and money into creating a versatile dining spot that
complements the everyday living spaces. Susanka suggests
that simple lighting techniques can add to the versatility of
such a space: “An everyday dining area is transformed by
subdued lighting into an elegant place to entertain. By using
brighter light, the same area can feed the family.”

Planning for change
In addition to assessing your family’s current patterns and
needs, you should plan ahead by projecting what 
major changes your family may experience in the future.
Homes with built-in flex rooms are becoming increasingly
popular for those who anticipate lots of change in the 
years to come, says designer James Zirkel of Home Design
Services, Inc. Many of his designs, for example, 
feature flexible spaces—such as dens, swing suites and 
media rooms—located just off a home’s entry. (To view
Zirkel’s designs, visit www.homeplans.com and
search for plans with the prefix HDS.)

Bonus rooms, he adds, are equally versatile
and commonly appear above the home’s garage as
a long, unbroken space that may or may not
connect to the rest of the home. Jim Verhaest of
Homeplans Design Services says that altering the
plans to finish off a space like this can cost
anywhere from $800 to $1,200, depending on the
scope of the changes. While such spaces seem
natural for expansion, he says, a low or steeply
sloped ceiling can quickly diminish the amount of
space available in the room and increase the cost
of modifying the plans. That’s something to
consider if you anticipate needing the extra 
living space. 

Additions, however, are always an option.
Zirkel says that when choosing a home plan, it’s
important to find a floor plan you can easily add
on to without disrupting the original design. “Look
for an area behind the house where you can put on
an addition in the future and have it look like it
was supposed to be there from day one,” he says.

But, as Carson Looney of Looney Ricks Kiss
Architects points out, you don’t want to outbuild
your market. “If you are considering resale value
when purchasing a plan, you don’t want to be the
most expensive house in the neighborhood,” he

says. “Make sure you are building a house that is comparable
in size to the others in your neighborhood. Also, if the space
you are looking to expand is already under roof, then [future]
modifications are typically less expensive.” (To view Looney’s
designs, visit www.homeplans.com and search for plans with
the prefix LRK.)   

As time goes by
One of the more common spaces that homeowners are
seeking, according to Zirkel, is the in-law suite, which is
suitable for aging parents or “boomerang” kids—children
who return “to the nest” and need a place to stay. These
secluded suites or apartments—equipped with a bedroom, a
bath and possibly a kitchenette—may occupy a wing of the
main floor or an area above the garage, creating a space of
greater privacy not only for the occupant, but also for the
rest of the family.

Another trend among aging homeowners is the main-
floor master suite. In some designs there are two master
suites—one on the main floor and one on the upper—
allowing the main-floor bedroom to function as a guest suite
or a child’s bedroom until the retirees either cannot or prefer
not to climb the stairs. Looney suggests that prospective
homeowners “look for universal design options, such as wider
door openings, showers with seats, and vanities with knee
space underneath,” to accommodate possible mobility needs.
Ideas like these can help ease the physical and financial aspects
of aging.

Plan E-2704, www.homeplans.com Originally designated as a game room on the
blueprints, this room could also be a relaxing study—thanks to a few creative interior
touches. Photo by Mark Englund/Homeplans, part of Move



The tech-ready home
Because technology has made business more mobile, an
increasing number of homeowners are opting for home
offices and media rooms that allow them to receive clients,
give presentations and even enjoy quality home
entertainment. To convert an existing room into a home
office, you need, at a minimum, jacks for phone, fax and
Internet hookup, as well as multiple electrical outlets for
your computer and accessories. The convenience you will
gain by equipping this room for changing technology before
you build will most likely offset any initial costs to
modifying the existing plan’s electrical layout. 

While your dream may be to recreate an elaborate
1930s-style movie theater with stadium seating, most
budgets are better suited for a big screen TV and surround
sound. Still, if your family is enthusiastic about movie
nights, or if you need a room for multimedia presentations,
rest assured that with a little creativity and the right
furnishings, you can make such a space do what Susanka
refers to as “double duty.” For example, Susanka suggests
using a Murphy bed or a foldout couch in the room for
guests, plus adding bookshelves and a movable computer
station for your office needs. If your hobby is photography,
a windowless media room with a wide countertop or
desktop and a wet bar becomes the perfect place to develop
film. And by limiting the number of windows, lowering the
ceiling and carefully mixing hard and soft surfaces, you are
sure to optimize your room’s acoustics. A little planning can
help you make the most of a tech-ready space without
spending a fortune.

No room unused
Game rooms, recreation rooms and playrooms are the
perfect way to finish off a basement or utilize an upper-floor
loft—spaces that afford the kind of openness these rooms
require. A loft functions especially well as a hobby room,
and, if appropriately furnished, becomes a lovely sitting area
or guest room. 

Laundry rooms, which Susanka notes have become
standard on the main floor rather than in the basement, are
often spacious enough for laundry and ironing, as well as for
sewing and other crafts. If placed within a mudroom,
laundry facilities that include a sink complement garden
cleanup and flower arranging. 

And don’t underestimate your need for storage. There
are a variety of ways storage can do double duty: built-in
benches and window seats cleverly conceal items
underneath; wardrobes can open to reveal an attractive and
compact office space; and built-in nooks, shelves and
cabinetry create the perfect hideaway for furniture, books
and knickknacks. No matter what your family’s needs are,
there are design options that can optimize every space.

Once you’ve identified your family’s daily patterns, as
well as your hopes for your new home, look for a timeless
home plan that meets those immediate needs yet offers
options for the future. Don’t forget that this is your dream
home—you’ve got the final say.

Visit www.homeplans.com for more information about these and
thousands of other home designs. 

Unless otherwise noted, all photography is by Leon
Thompson/Homeplans, part of Move. The photographed homes may
have been modified by the homeowners. Please refer to the floor plans
and/or the drawn elevations for actual blueprint details.

Plan L-363-MSB, www.homeplans.com  Versatile rooms, like a den
or a study, as seen here, offer the possibility of being converted into a

guest room or another bedroom as your family grows.

Plan DD-2500, www.homeplans.com This study serves as a home
office now, but it could easily be converted into a music room, a parlor
or even a guest room.


