
 

Project Timeline 
Building and remodeling is as much about the journey as it is 
about the space you create. This roadmap will help you 
navigate the path to a successful project. 
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A Map Of Your Journey 
From napkin sketch to new space in ten steps. 

Let’s start with some real talk: Your project is not going to go exactly according to plan. It’s not even 
necessarily going to follow these steps. That’s totally normal. Why bother, then, if it’s not going to look like this?, 
you might ask. Great question. The answer is: The same reason we use a map. There are many roads you can 
take, but knowing how to get back to the well-worn path is far more powerful than not knowing where the 

path is in the first place. Having a vision for success will give you confidence and flexibility to adapt to 
changes while you keep your eyes on the prize. 
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Design
Your home designer will draw a preliminary set of plans, 
allowing you to get a ballpark price from a general 
contractor and verify that you’re on budget. Choosing 
your contractor now will allow them to work closely 
with you for a smoother overall process.

Bid
Once you’ve nailed down your final design and are 
ready to move forward, it’s time to get a full set of 
structural drawings. You’ll get a final proposal from your 
contractor, and your home designer can help you 
submit your final drawings to your local municipality.

Build
This is where the nail meets the board, so to speak. Knowing how to prepare will make 
an otherwise disruptive process much easier to endure. As your project progresses, 
there are plenty of ways to participate and help streamline the process. When all is said 
and done, be proud of what you’ve helped to accomplish, and celebrate the beautiful 
new space you get to enjoy for years to come.
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Research
First things first: Establish your project budget. For such an important project, you want 
to make sure that what you’ve envisioned can be built within your budget. This is also 
the best time to start developing the style of your new space (see Step 3). Use our Style 
Guide to browse our preferred list of designers and finish suppliers in the South Bay 
Area, and stay organized as you collect ideas for your new space.
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STEP 1:  
Envision Your New Space 
The most beautiful and functional spaces are the ones built not for who you are today, 
but who you will be in the future. 

Whether you’re looking to build a new home or remodel your existing one, the most powerful first step is to 
identify where (and perhaps who) you expect to be 5–10 years from now. Ask yourself: How will my needs (or 

my family’s needs) change over time? How can I change my space to help me accomplish my daily tasks with less stress 
and effort? If I’m going to retire in this home, how can I make it as comfortable as possible for ‘future me’?  
Start with your future, and work backwards to the present. 

General Advice 

Write down all of the routine tasks you do every day. One of the most significant impacts you can have 

with a new space is making the actions you perform hundreds of times a month and thousands of times 
a year simpler and more enjoyable. The more seamless those tasks become, the more your home will 
feel like it was custom-tailored just for you — because it was. 

Pro Tips 

A home project is composed of many parts, and construction is only one of them. Among other things, 
these are some of the additional items you should make sure to budget for: 

• Architectural drawings 
• Planning and permit fees 
• Soil tests 
• Asbestos, lead, mold and termite 

inspections 

• Land surveys 
• Additional site work (excavation, grading, 

backfilling, etc.) 
• Offsite living expenses 
• Appliances and plumbing fixtures, etc. 

Goals 

Write down a list of the top 3 things you hope to achieve or improve by 
building or remodeling your home. 
Establish your overall project budget, and be honest about it. A good home 
designer or general contractor will help you get the most you can out of your 

budget, not try to get the most they can out of you.
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STEP 2:  
Visit Your City Planner 
Knowing the regulations is like having a map of the pitfalls along your path.  
Avoiding preventable hiccups makes for a smoother process. 

Every municipality has its own regulations and interpretations of state building code. You’ll almost certainly 
encounter rules for property setbacks (the minimum distance your home must be from the property line), 

electrical service, Title 24 energy requirements and more. Home projects also trigger partial or full 
reappraisal of your home’s value, which will increase your property taxes depending on the project scope. 

General Advice 

Typically, only the areas you remodel will be reassessed at their new market value. However, a ‘rebuild’ 
classification means the proposed alterations are significant enough to treat the project as a new 

residence, which means your whole home might be reassessed at new market value. The best way to 
find out how your project will affect your property taxes is to speak directly with your county assessor. 
Your land value will not (and cannot) be reassessed because of a home remodel. California Prop 13 
only allows land value to be reassessed when the property changes ownership. 

Pro Tips 

If possible, make an appointment when visiting your local government. It’s often busy, and wait times 

can be long. Having a preliminary set of architectural drawings (see Step 4) will definitely help, but it’s 
not necessary. Most questions can be answered as long as you have a general idea of your project scope. 

The planning division is the most effective place to answer questions about zoning regulations, site 
and architectural requirements. 
The building division is the most effective place to answer questions about how your municipality 

interprets California state building code. 
The county assessor’s office is the most effective place to answer questions about property taxes. 

Goals 

Make a list of questions about site requirements and property taxes for your 

local planning department and assessor, respectively. 
Visit your city’s planning department to find out about building codes that 
pertain to your project. 
Visit your county assessor’s office to find out about how your home project 

might affect your property taxes.  
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STEP 3:  
Start Your Style Guide 
Prioritizing, research and organizing your style choices early on will not only make your 
project more efficient — it will help you get the greatest value from your project budget. 

Some of the most variable costs in a project are the fixtures (like toilets and sinks), appliances (like 
dishwashers and refrigerators) and finishes (like flooring and countertops). Our Style Guide is designed to 

help you get started early, and receive a more accurate price from your general contractor when it’s time to 
request a final proposal. 

General Advice 

Many of our clients use houzz.com to start browsing different architectural and interior design styles. 

Keep in mind that what you’ll find there tends to be on the higher end of the cost spectrum, but it’s still 
a useful tool to start collecting ideas. 
Researching finishes takes time, persistence and savvy. If you work full-time, are a full-time parent, or 
you simply don’t have the bandwidth to research everything alone (most people don’t), we recommend 

using our Style Guide to hire an interior designer. You’ll save time and money over the course of your 
project. And, you’ll have a seasoned, well-connected guide to help you navigate the process. Every one 
of our clients who has worked with an interior designer has found them to be indispensable. 

Pro Tips 

If you want to start checking out showrooms, go for it! Even though you might not have preliminary 

architectural plans yet, seeing what’s out there will help you start to visualize your new space. Use our 
Style Guide to find some of our preferred showrooms (complete with business hours and contact 
information) in the South Bay Area. 
If you already have a preliminary set of drawings (see Step 4), we recommend making an appointment. 

Showrooms will often assign a sales representative just for you, provide you with more tailored service 
and develop more detailed quote. 

Goals 

Use our Style Guide to set your style priorities and start filling in your style 

checklist. The more you can complete up front, the more prepared you’ll be 
down the road.
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STEP 4:  
Hire A Home Designer 
Home designers are your first major guide on the path to success.  
They’ll help you turn your dream into architectural drawings. 

Once you have a good sense of the space you’d like to build, you’ll need to hire a home designer. Your home 
designer will help you ground your vision in reality, translate your daily needs into physical space, and, quite 

often will serve as your liaison when interfacing with your local planning and building departments. Ask your 
home designer to develop a set of preliminary plans, which will help you verify that your project is within the 
budget you established at the beginning of this process. 

General Advice 

We have a small handful of home designers we work with regularly. Why? Because they exemplify the 

caliber of craft and great service we expect from our colleagues. Check out our Style Guide for our 
preferred home designers in the South Bay Area. 
In case you’re wondering: We intentionally use the term home designer instead of architect. Architectural 
plans can be signed by either a licensed architect, or a licensed structural engineer. It’s not uncommon 

to find an excellent (but unlicensed) home designer who works with a licensed structural engineer to 
provide a complete set of architectural plans. 

Pro Tips 

When interviewing potential home designers, we recommend asking these questions: 
• Do you understand construction costs well enough to ensure that what you draw will meet my 

construction budget within reasonable bounds?  
• Are you also able to help me anticipate the cost of permits, fees and other design-related expenses 

in order to keep us within our overall project budget? 
• Will you represent me at the city or county when obtaining building permits, etc.? 
• What recent project are you most proud of, and why? 
• How do you structure your fees? 
• What do you estimate your total cost of services will be based on my project scope? 

Goals 

Hire a home designer. 
Get a preliminary set of drawings completed. Work with your home designer 
to submit that set of preliminary drawings to your contractor(s) of choice 
(most home designers will usually have a couple they recommend), and get a 

ballpark estimate to verify your project is on budget.
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STEP 5:  
Hire A General Contractor 
General contractors create the space you’re going to live in every day.  
Finding someone you trust literally makes a lifetime of difference. 

Most of the spaces and objects we encounter daily — even the desk or device you’re reading this from — were 
designed and built by someone, or, more likely, a team. Can you think of a space that just felt good to be in? 

The kind of space that — no matter what you’re doing there — exudes a subtle, persistent and inexplicable 
sense of joy, just by being in that space? It must’ve had a good team of caring builders. How fortunate we are 
when home feels that way. It remains true that when every detail from floor plan to finishing touches has been 
lovingly attended to, the resulting space carries with it a quiet, persistent sense of joy. It just feels good to be 
in it. 

General Advice 

If your project is within budget and you’re ready to move forward, it’s time to choose a general 
contractor. If the preliminary pricing you’ve received from contractors in the last step indicates that 
your project is over your intended budget, work with your home designer to revisit the design.  

Your choice of general contractor should be based on integrity, craftsmanship and personal 
compatibility. If those three elements are present, your project has a good chance of being a great 
success. 

Pro Tips 

Ask prospective general contractors to see a sample contract, and study it for thoroughness and 

readability. Make sure your contract includes a Three Day Right to Cancel, and the accompanying Notice 
of Cancellation Form. If ever you need to cancel your project, these two documents will give you three 
days from the date of signing to do so. 
Choosing a state-licensed general contractor will protect you if something goes wrong on your project. 
You can always verify a general contractor’s license for free at any time by going to cslb.ca.gov. Roberts 

Construction is fully licensed and insured, and we require the same of all of our trade partners — no 
exceptions. 

Goals 

Verify that your prospective general contractors and all of their trade 
partners are fully licensed and insured. 
Hire a general contractor and sign a contract to get your project started.
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STEP 6:  
Finalize Your Plans 
A complete set of architectural plans, including structural drawings and style 
specifications, is the surest way to get an accurate final proposal. 

Estimating the cost of a project is a bit like selecting options on a new car. The parts you don’t usually see 
— the structural and mechanical elements that make a car work properly — have a relatively fixed cost. The 

parts you do see on a daily basis — the amenities, accessories and appearance — can vary widely depending 
on your style and sensibilities. The same goes for your home. The more options you’ve selected up front, the 
more accurate your final proposal will be. 

General Advice 

It may sound trite, but: When you give your contractor preliminary drawings, they’ll only be able to 

provide you a preliminary price. When you provide detailed drawings, they’ll be able to provide you a 
detailed price. It’s the difference between saying, “I want to buy a Subaru,” and, “I want to buy a 2019 
Tungsten Metallic Subaru Outback with Warm Ivory leather seats, a heated steering wheel and LED 
steering responsive headlights.” The more complete your architectural plans are, the more detailed 

your final proposal will be. 

Pro Tips 

This is the first place where your completed Style Guide can really shine. By specifying your style 
choices on your architectural plans, your home designer can create a more complete set of plans that 
will, in turn, help you procure a more accurate project cost. 

Consult with your home designer on whether or not you should plan to move out during construction. 
While offsite living expenses can add up, renting a condo (or staying with extended family) can be well 
worth it if the alternative is going without a kitchen (or bathroom) for months — especially if you have 
young children. If you plan to stay home, start game-planning how you’ll work around any limitations 

during construction. 
You might also consider renting a temporary storage space if you need to move furniture or other large, 
important belongings out of the way during construction. 

Goals 

Have your home designer develop a final set of architectural drawings. This 
includes structural drawings, electrical, plumbing and HVAC plans, window 
and door schedules and style specifications (which will be based off of your 
style choices).
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STEP 7:  
Request A Final Proposal 
A final proposal is like a packing list for a long-distance journey.  
If your general contractor was your trail guide, would you go? 

Your final proposal is an important document, and it’s much more than just a price. It outlines what your 
general contractor is committing to provide for you based on the information you’ve given them throughout 

the bidding process. 

General Advice 

The technical language in your proposal will probably be confusing. That’s totally normal. A 
professional contractor will be willing to translate and answer your questions. It’s important that you 

know what you’re signing up (and paying) for — before you make a final decision. 
A general contractor’s proposal customarily covers only the cost of construction, and does not include 
the cost of goods or services provided by other professionals (like home designers, termite inspectors 
and land surveyors). Refer back to Step 1 (page 4) for additional costs associated with completing 

your project. These are commonly referred to as ‘Standard Exclusions’ in your contract. 

Pro Tips 

The cost of building materials (lumber, for example) is virtually the same for all general contractors — 
so, the total project cost stated in the proposals you receive is largely reflective of the quality of service 
you’re going to receive from your general contractor. We never recommend choosing a contractor based 

on the lowest price. Instead, ask yourself: Who would you trust the most with your house keys? 
When interviewing prospective general contractors, we recommend asking these questions: 
• Will you provide past client references? 
• What recently completed project are you most proud of, and why? 
• Do you provide a comprehensive project calendar with important milestones? 
• Does your contract include a penalty clause? Does it include an incentive clause? 

Goals 

Send one full set of PDFs, and one printed copy of your architectural 

drawings at full scale (typically 36" wide by 24" tall) to your prospective 
general contractor and request a final proposal. Your home designer will 
typically handle printing final drawings at full scale since it requires a special 
large-format plotter.
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STEP 8:  
Prepare to Break Ground 
Your project is within budget, you’ve found a general contractor, and you’re ready to go! 
You’ve done an amazing job so far. This is where the rubber meets the road. 

The hours of research and planning may seem like thankless work when you haven’t even broken ground. We 
hear you. But rest assured: All of the hard labor you’ve already done will make you more likely to enjoy the 

construction process, and finish with a space you love. As Abraham Lincoln once said: “Give me six hours to 
chop down a tree and I will spend the first four sharpening the axe.” May you approach your tree with a well-
sharpened axe. 

General Advice 

This may seem obvious if you’re remodeling, but: Pack away anything that you want to protect. A good 

general contractor will take precautions to secure the livable areas of your home but dust, debris and 
jostling from demolition is inevitable. Having important items packed away will keep them from being 
accidentally damaged during construction. 
Home projects are a bit like running a marathon. Keep a sense of humor, be patient and don’t forget to 

breathe. Even when your project is sailing along smoothly it can sometimes feel stressful and disruptive 
to your daily routine. Go into your project clear-eyed, and expect the occasional unforeseen obstacle. 
Part of the reason you’ve hired a trustworthy, professional general contractor is so they can lead you 
through the difficult parts and arrive safely at the finish line. 

Pro Tips 

Now’s the time to act on the pre-construction planning you did in Step 5 (p. 8) regarding temporary 
offsite housing, creating makeshift onsite amenities, or moving valuable items to temporary storage. If 
you’ll be staying at home, consult early and often with your general contractor to ensure that you know 
exactly what to expect. 

Set up a regular meeting time with your general contractor (weekly, bi-weekly, or monthly depending 
on the project phase), and keep them (and yourself) accountable to it. Even if it’s just a phone call, 
checking in at a regular interval will help you stay involved, and be mentally prepared for what’s next. 

Goals 

Sign your contract and get started! Congratulations!
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STEP 9:  
Stay On Track 
Once your project is rolling, constant communication with your  
general contractor is key to keeping your project running smoothly. 

Construction is a team sport. Your general contractor and their trade partners (like plumbers, roofers and 
flooring installers) must work seamlessly together to keep your project on schedule. You’re part of the team, 

too, and you have an important role to play. Design decisions need to be made at important milestones 
throughout your project. Keeping a joyful, open and collaborative line of communication with your general 
contractor will help your project run smoothly. 

General Advice 

A professional general contractor should provide you with a project calendar with important 

milestones and decisions. Why? Suppose your project involves a bathroom, and you’d like to use tile for 
the floors and shower. Your tile choice might require three weeks for delivery, the order might need to 
be placed a week before that, and it might also require a deposit. So, one month prior to installation, 
you’ll need to have selected and ordered your tile, and provided your contractor with payment so they 

can make a deposit for your order. If you hadn’t known this, your project would already be — at a 
minimum — a month behind schedule. 
Consult with your general contractor to ensure that you have a complete list of style selections (there 
might be some special, project-specific items that aren’t in your Style Guide). Assign each selection a 

due date, so you know exactly when your general contractor needs your final decision — and how much 
time you should give yourself to research so you’re ready with an answer in time. 

Pro Tips 

Completing your Style Guide early on is one of the most effective ways to keep your project on track. If 
you’re done early, feel free to submit your entire style checklist to your general contractor up front. 

Goals 

Complete your Style Guide. 
If you haven’t already submitted it to your home designer or general 
contractor, submit your completed Style Guide.
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STEP 10:  
Celebrate Your New Space 
Congratulations! There are just a few small things left to tidy up.  
Then, by all means, settle in, and revel in what you’ve accomplished. 

How do you know when your project is finished? It may seem like a silly question, but it’s helpful to know 
when it’s time to bid your general contractor adieu, close the front door, step into your new space and let go 

of a great big sighhhhhh. 

General Advice 

When your project is complete, your home should be left broom clean. That means: 

Just sit for a while in your new space. Then, open every cabinet, try every door handle, flip every light, 

and then some. Write down anything that doesn’t seem quite right, and give the list to your general 
contractor. They should help fine-tune those little details for you. 

Pro Tips 

Talk to your general contractor about hiring a professional photographer to capture your new space. If 
you approve, many general contractors will trade complementary copies of those professional shots for 

permission to show them to potential clients. 

 

• All tools, building materials and other 
construction-related items have been 

removed. 
• All construction debris, inside and out, 

has been cleaned up and taken offsite. 
• Door and window screens have been 

installed, and tracks have been vacuumed. 

• Bath accessories (e.g., towel bars and 
toilet paper holders) are installed. 

• Paint spots and other small imperfections 
have been cleaned, touched up or 
removed. 

• Wood floors have been dry-mopped. 
• The interior has been dusted.

Goals 

Perform a final walkthrough of your new space, document any necessary 
adjustments and follow up with your general contractor. 

Confirm completion with your general contractor and submit final payment 
when the items from your checklist have been resolved. 
Celebrate! You’ve done a lot of amazing work, and you should be proud.
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