
Welcome to H4 Living’s guide to help you take control of your building journey.

Our aim is to guide you to ask the right questions, focus on the important  

issues and ensure your building experience is an enjoyable process.

Planning for a building project, whether a new home or a major renovation, is a complex  

and often overwhelming process. At times it is hard to know where to start. 

But it’s also an exciting journey that most of us only do it once or twice in a lifetime. 

We have all heard the horror stories of escalating costs and budget blow outs while building,  

however it doesn’t have to be that way. The key to a smooth and enjoyable process is proper planning.

In reality, most of us dive into a building project without being well prepared.  

When tackling a building project as important as your own home,  

it is critical to prepare yourself beforehand for the road ahead. Prepare, Prepare, Prepare.

There are many key players and steps in this process, the more you familiarise yourself  

with what’s involved, the greater the chances are that you will enjoy the journey.
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HOW TO AVOID BUDGET BLOWOUTS
Our tips to ensure your home building journey success

1. Plan your budget appropriately  
 for your project type.
Unless you have an unlimited budget, this is a critical 
conversation that you need to have with the people  
who will help you bring your vision to reality.

Often people’s expectations are not in line with the 
reality of building costs. Bigger is not better – families 
are getting smaller but homes are getting bigger. 

A well designed layout to suit your exact needs will 
ensure the spaces work well together as a whole,  
as well as making the home feel bigger.

Avoid multiple bathrooms. Bathrooms are costly,  
and we are often seeing one bathroom per bedroom,  
it is worth asking yourself ‘is this a necessity?’

In reality, a 300 m2 home on three levels will cost more 
than a 600 m2 on one level. Design plays the major 
role on the final price of construction. Ensure you are 
surrounding yourself with the right team who are  
use to designing and building projects similar to  
what you have in mind.

2. Review both your design scope  
 and budget at key stages of the  
 design process.
As you embark on your home building process, we 
would recommend that you regularly review your scope 
of works along with the design. As the design develops, 
you may run into additional implications that could 
affect costs. Experienced designers and architects will 
be able to advise you early on if any requests you have 
will affect costs.

It is very easy to fall in love with a plan, however  
plans alone do not specify the level of inclusions.  
The same kitchen or bathroom can have 5 different 
cost variations. Insist that your scope of works have 
an Inclusions Schedule to accompany a set of working 
drawings that reflect exactly what you are expecting. 
This will ensure that builders are providing an  
adequate cost for their allowances, without guessing 
what you will want included or creating safety margins. 
You will certainly see savings and minimise problems 
down the track.



3. Don’t do it alone -surrounded  
 yourself with the right team.
There are plenty of good people in the industry  
that can help you.

It is critical that you do your own homework to find a 
team that is honest, open, will listen to your needs and 
wants and has demonstrated experience in delivering 
projects similar to what you are seeking.

At times, the builder that seems to be cheapest on 
paper, will often end up costing you more through  
out the build. Every project has different requirements, 
listening to friends and family may not always give you 
the best outcome for your project.

When choosing your team, ask for the following:

• Project examples of similar builds, along with  
 their cost

• The Building Designer’s/ Architect’s portfolio   
 showing similar projects.

• References from previous clients 

• Ask to see a complete Inclusions Schedule.

• Beware that if it sounds too good to be true,  
 it most likely is; look for honesty, not just what you  
 want to hear. 

• What controls do they have in place to ensure your  
 project’s feasibility? 

• What assistance do they provided from concept  
 design through to completion and exactly what is  
 included at each stage.

There are two distinct phases to each project –  
Design & Construction.

When deciding on the right team for your home, we 
would suggest selecting a company that can help with 
the entire process; from concept to completion with 
client-side services. We do not recommend dealing 
directly with an Architect or Designer that are happy to 
work with you on the design, however are not willing to 
follow through to construction. If issues arise, who will 
you have on hand to help you out?.



5. What to ask from your Builders 
Most experienced builders are willing to help you 
achieve your vision . There are many ways to achieve the 
same result. Without prior experience, you need to know 
the right questions to ask in order to ensure you are 
getting the full answer you require. 

Evaluating builders quotes is a challenge if you are 
unaware of what to look for. You may note one builder 
has a provisional allowance of $7,500 for windows and 
another with $12,000 which one is correct?

• Provisional Sums – how are they determined?

• Electrical- Has the electrician included everything  
 that will be required to avoid variations?

• Plumbing- Is the plumber aware that we have  in- 
 wall toilets rather than a back to wall cisterns? Has  
 he included a circular pump to get hot water through  
 the house faster?

• What has been excluded from the quote? 

• How green or efficient is my home, and what exactly  
 is included? 

4. Avoid Variations
Many are unaware that variations to a building contract 
can incur an adjustment of over 20% of the items cost.

Some key elements to avoiding additional variation 
costs are; proper planning, detailed documentation  
and a clear scope of works.

Although it is not always possible, try to avoid the 
unknowns. This can be particularly difficult with 
large demolition renovations, until the demolition is 
underway, much of the homes condition is relatively 
unknown. With new homes, soil conditions or the 
discovery of rock, are also relatively unknown until 
works start onsite.

Ensure that you only sign a fixed cost building contract 
and insist a detailed inclusion schedules is included.

Areas such joinery, robe fit outs, floor coverings and 
electrical are all items that will need to be finalised 
prior to construction starting. For example one 
chandelier can take 5 times as long to install than  
a downlight.  

To make your project a enjoyable and successful 
experience, your team should have a clear processes  
to guide you through all the required decisions. 



All new homes in Australia are required to achieve a 
minimum of a 6 star rating. If your builder answers 
with ‘yes, we do everything to a 6 Star rating, and 
include a high level of insulation with solar panels’ 
This may be true, but take note that they are only 
providing the minimum DTC (Deemed to comply). 
When tested independently even the DTC level homes 
still only achieve a 3 to 3.5 Star rating when tested 
independently. A true green home can save you money 
and provide a healthier environment for you and your 
family. So ask to see what your builder has included in 
your new home build.

6.  Cost per square meter doesn’t  
 mean anything.
Whether you are looking to do a major renovation or 
new build, shopping around for the right team based 
on a square meter rates, is a mistake we have seen 
happen over and over again. 

No one is looking to pay more than a product or service 
is worth, so it’s important we shop around. Shopping 
around for consumer goods like a laptop is easy, there 
are 5-6 key specifications you compare across 3 or 4 
brands then see which one works for you and find who 
sells it the cheapest. 

In building, a very cheap square meter rate, more often 
than not, means your builder is likely to cut corners 
to achieve these rates. You can guarantee the level 
of finish will be cheap too. It is easy to lean towards 
a lower price, or look through an immaculate display 
home and think that what you see is what you get. 
However keep in mind builders use these ideas as a 
sales tool and more often than not it will cost you more 
than a custom build to get exactly what you want.  

Comparing rates per square meter isn’t like to 
comparing apples and oranges, we would suggest more 
towards comparing apples and chicken’s – they are not 
even in the same food group.

7. Have a contingency 
 A contingency sum is mainly for your peace of mind if 
any unexpected costs or variations (unknowns) arise 
during construction.

We recommend that if you are building a new home, 
allow a 10-15% contingency. For renovations, we would 
caution more towards 15-20% .



WHY YOU SHOULDN’T FALL IN LOVE WITH AN 
“OFF THE SHELF” FLOOR PLAN.

1. Not all homes are created equal
It seems with all the technological advances in the last 
decade, that almost all areas of business have had to 
learn and adapt at a rapid rate. In Australia, the building 
industry is renowned for being extremely conservative, 
we are decades behind when you compare it to the 
building industries in Europe, UK and America. Australian 
homes are some of the poorest performing homes when 
insulating and retaining heating and cooling. 

Until it is mandatory by law to improve the quality  
of homes and implement advance building practices  
in Australia, it looks like we will continue down the  
same path. 

Technology has improved the building industry greatly, 
it has helped create more resilient homes designed to 
withstand fire and cyclones, promote healthier living, 
reducing the amount of chemicals used in building 
products, promote indoor air quality, even reducing 
carbon emissions through lower energy consumption. 

The reality is that will take years for industry and 
governments to adopt these practices, but you now can 
look at two identical homes side by side, one built using 
the latest most advanced technologies, the other built 
with “traditional construction” and the difference is like 
night and day. It doesn’t need to be more expensive, it is 
all on the planning.

2. Orientation -Solar Passive is  
 a basic.
Homes can be demolished or relocated, you can flip 
designs and extend them, but you cannot change the 
orientation of the land.

In Australia we know to have living areas to North / 
North East to maximise the natural light and solar 
efficiencies. However what if you views are in another 
direction, or you require privacy from neighbours? 
What if you land slopes in the opposite direction?  

Most people rely on existing “off the shelf” plans 
which offer the option to mirror reverse the design, 
however it is still a compromise on a design you like as 
well as restricting what can really be achieved in each 
particular location regardless of budget considerations.



3. Designs that add value and   
 comfort
Designing or selecting the right design for your exact 
needs or lifestyle is imperative however you should also 
consider the future resale value.

Designs should encourage the living, dinning and 
entertaining areas to flow seamlessly together. They 
should maximise the natural light and cross ventilation. 
These little things not only add real value, they also add 
to the liveability of your home and reduce the running 
costs by relying less on artificial light and mechanical 
heating/cooling. 

5. The devil is in the detail
What makes you walk into one home and think ‘this 
really feels nice’? 

More often than not this difference is perceived to be 
caused by the finishing touches and attention to detail. 

Quality workmanship, quality finishes and attention to 
the small details can make a big difference to the feel of 
a home. Subconsciously is the “feel” of the home really 
more about the way the home works in relation to the 
sun, the natural light, ventilation, aspect, radiant heat or 
cold, and how comfortable it is.

If you don’t get this right, no matter how beautiful your 
new kitchen benchtop is or paint and floor finishes, the 
home may never feel right.

Home design should be approached holistically, 
combining many elements into the design and build of 
the home, without the expense. 

4. Customise the design - without  
 the costs
Individuality is important to all of us and having our 
home reflect who we are is an important part of our 
individuality. Textures, colours and soft furnishings set 
each and every home apart even if the design is similar 
to our neighbours. 

Selecting colours, floor finishes, appliances and 
furniture to matches our own style and individuality 
looks easy but can be overwhelming without the right 
experience or people helping you.  

A well-designed custom home can be priced 
comparatively to the volume builder homes “one 
size fits all approach”, and you are also able to 
create unique design features normally only found in 
expensive architectural homes.



HEALTHY HOMES = HEALTHY FAMILIES 

What could be more important than the health of your family?

Fact: most people spend over 90% of their time indoors either in school, work or at home.  
There are many case studies on mould in Australian homes. If you start to look into the research,  

you will be surprised on what you find.

Most designers and builders need to be made more aware of “healthy home design practices”.  
Many health conditions can be linked to the health of our homes.

Building biology and practice has evolved, however Australia’s building practices  
and codes have seen little improvement in this area at all. Common building  

practises can in fact, increase mould production within the fabric of your home. 

• Childhood allergies have increased by 400%

• One in four children have asthma 

• 25% of the population have allergies 

• Electromagnetic Fields 

• Indoor air can be 2 to 5 times more polluted than outdoor air. 

An Australian first study has found: Occupants of new Australian homes may be  
exposed to up to 20 times the maximum allowable limits of indoor air toxins.

A key element in indoor air pollution moisture. Increased moisture can be put down to daily  
activities in the home such as cooking, washing, bathing, respiration and perspiration  

(adults add about 2 litres of moisture to the air every day).

Increased insulation and air tightness in modern homes and buildings is essential for thermal and 
energy efficiency. It is important to note however, that how the insulation is installed is just as 

important. If installed incorrectly, it can result in the building overheating, which in itself can leads  
to a number of other problems ie: mould growth within your walls.

The same home, built across the road, can have completely different results if you were to  
test its indoor air quality, just by the fact that the orientation is changed. So you can see  
that increasing insulation, or having the most energy efficient home that includes solar  

batteries and solar panels etc, does not impact on the health of your home. 

The good news is that building biology has evolved, building materials that allow vapour permeability 
have been developed and it has become easier to create a healthy home. Like everything, it is all in the 

planning and does not need to cost the earth, - in fact nature will thank you.



PASSIVEHAUS - The fastest growing building 
performance standard in the world.

Passive homes offer year round comfort without huge energy bills, they reduce humidity levels, 
improve air quality and provide a healthier indoor environment.

PassivHaus is establishing itself as the best building standard for buildings worldwide.

Originated in Germany, over 50,000 passive homes/ buildings, have been built and tested.

Australia’s current construction methods are not producing energy efficient buildings.  
There is a lot of talk of greener homes, however without implementing construction  

and measurable standards, it is hard to achieve a true green home. 

Australia is at a hybrid stage with deciding what to do to achieve world energy targets  
compliances, as well as revisions of the NBC National Building Code.

PassivHaus technology continues to develop and improve. It works, it works so well  
that some countries have already adopted as a national standard.

There are 5 Key principles of a PassivHaus

1- Continuous insulation, 2 - High quality windows, 3 - Eliminate thermal bridges,   

4 - Air tightness control, 5- Heat/energy recovery ventilation. 

 

The benefits of passive house buildings far outweigh initial costs, in all aspects.

Flexibility of design with a mix of building products is possible and in no way restricted.

PassivHaus is not the same as Solar Passive.

At H4 we combine both design principles to achieve the best building environments possible.

THANK YOU 
We hope we have contributed a little to your knowledge and our H4 Living team,  

wishes you all the best in your Home Building Journey.


