
Ironstar: The State of Play in Custom Homes  

According to Zillow, the total value of the U.S. housing market was approximately $27.5 trillion in 
2014.  This asset class trumps all others. A truly staggering figure.  

Research from the National Association of REALTORS (NAR) shows that sales of luxury homes – 
those that are priced above $1 million in 2014, grew nearly 9 percent more than in 2013. This figure 
was more than double any other price point in the residential real estate market. Additionally, the 
NAR “conservatively expects” that luxury sales will at least repeat that performance this year. 

In some high-powered metropolitan areas, a $1 million price tag does not put a buyer into a luxurious 
home. However, for most of the U.S., it does. The custom home building sector is the highest end of 
the housing market. Generally, these homes begin at prices ranging from $2-$5 million.  

As the name suggests, clients and developers looking to create one-of-a-kind residences tailored to 
their personal specifications, build custom homes. The economics of the housing business are such 
that labor costs, from a builder’s perspective, are almost the same whether a home is luxury or 
custom. The difference is very much in the cost of the materials and capabilities of the builder. This 
has incentivized builders to try their hand at building custom homes, which has led to a great deal of 
frustration and angst on the part of clients. 

The largest differentiator between the majority of builders and the high-end, custom builders comes 
down to building knowledge and capabilities, coupled with the ability to create a seamless, 
harmonious relationship with both the client (home buyer) and the architect. Quite often, this 
disconnect between capabilities and the relationships with the architect and client generate less than 
desired results in terms of home quality, cost over runs and significant design compromises, among 
others. 

This means that the client didn’t really get the kind of home they wanted or thought they would get at 
the start of the process. The architect’s reputation suffers and the builder’s does as well. A key area 
of concern is that with most builders the architect has been relegated to initial building design and 
then sidelined – with their counsel sought after to assist in putting out “fires” during the rest of the 
building process. 

Today, most builders have “plan books” that give clients looking to build a custom home the ability to 
choose from several models. But that is neither a custom home, nor an advancement of residential 
architecture.  

All of this sounds pretty bleak. In most cases, the heart of the problem lies in how houses are 
designed today. It stems from the legacy of tract home development. If we look back at the creation of 
Levittown communities that were first created in 1947, the architect was pushed down in the home 
construction value chain. They were asked to design a limited number of rather plain, easy-to-build 
and lower-cost homes.  Because of this move to production oriented housing, the residential 
architectural integrity and innovation, the craft if you will, was sacrificed at the altar of expediently 
building suburbia. In many ways, Malvina Reynolds’ “Little Boxes” is as relevant today as when she 
wrote the song in 1962.    

Previously, architects had the central role in how a houses and neighborhoods were designed and 
built. For example, throughout the 1920’s and into the early 1940’s, architects had the final say over 
design, materials and construction methodologies.  In most of todays metropolitan areas, those more 
thoughtfully designed bedroom communities are still greatly sought after by buyers.  



The repercussions of this sidelining of the residential architect can still be seen today. There are no 
residential architecture programs at U.S. universities, just as there are no programs for students 
seeking to be custom home builders. There are classes for residential architecture, but no dedicated 
degrees. The American Institute for Architecture Students is working to improve this dilemma, but it 
will take time. Meanwhile, the vast majority of top architectural and construction talent gravitate 
toward the commercial industry, while most new homes remain, undistinguished little boxes.   

We believe that success in the high-end custom home market requires a very different business 
model.  We believe ours is a strong step in the right direction. It is simply this; thoughtful, 
architecturally authentic design is a value added return on investment.  

We leverage best practices developed from managing both design and construction teams in the 
luxury commercial market, and inject them in our custom home projects.  A key practice is that we 
unburden the architect from everything that isnt architecture. We have seen first hand the benefits to 
the project, the neighborhood, and the bottom line when Architects are freed up to focus on design. 
Our architect partners are able to create thorough designs that perfectly translate to the construction 
team and delight our clients.  Working seamlessly together throughout the design and construction 
process, together (architect +builder), we are able to ensure that the natural tensions between 
budget, client program and schedule are always perfectly balanced.   

The result is that our projects come in on time, within budget and the experience – with no surprises 
along the way, always exceeds our clients expectations. By partnering with our Architects and 
promoting the creative design process, we are able to build cutting-edge homes that are sustainable 
and constructed to last for generations.   

This article is an introduction to a series of pieces where we will share our best practices – enabling 
aspiring architects to understand what is truly possible.  
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