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Adding On the Upgrades,
With a Little Room to Splurge

By MAUREEN MILFORD

OvER, Del.

OR Brittany Campbell John, the high

poinl of buying her first home, a new

town house, was the day she had to

make dopens of cholces involving the fix-
fures and finkshas that would go into it

Instead of poring over carpet and tle
samples in the garage of a model home, Ms
John, 27, spent several hours alone with the
builder's representative in a private show-
roam that resembles o high-snd retadl store.

Located in & strip shopping center near
the Dover Alr Force Base, the six-month-old
Robino-Corrozi design center employs all
the uncomscious riggers that say Home
Sweet Home. A brick-laced hearth burns in
the model kiichen. In the bathroom, the
walls are finished with wainscoting reminks-
cent of grandma’s old Victorian,

“They had a whole room of wood floors
and ties: i just helps you see all the possi-
bilitkes.” said Ms. John, who with her hus-
hand, Gregoary, 28, added $8.800 in upgrades
i thelr $143.500 town bouse in a subdivision
built by the Frank Robino Companies of Wil-
mington, Del. The Johns will pay for those
improvements, including an upgrade o the
kitchen cabinets, through their mortgage.

“we didn’t want to go overboard, but we
still got to splurge,” said Ms. John, who is o
socinl worker.

As the housing market softens, stand-
alone design studios could give builders the
competitive cdge. The galleries, where doz-
ens of oplloms are featured in appealing
room settings, add juice 1w the balance
sheet, pump up sales and raise the level of
buyer satisfaction, housing experts say.

“anything that makes it easier for some-
body to buy o product is & good thing,” said
Georgette Chapman Phillips, chalrwaman
af the real estate department a0 the Whar-
ton Schoal of the Unbversity of Pennsylva-
nia. “Gome are the days when you pat it up
and it sold Bullders are going 1o have 1o
start working for their dollars.™

Although the mation's top builders began
ppening design centers in the late 1990's, the
recently unvelled Dover gallery is uRusual
in that it represents a $700,000 investment
by an old-line local builder. Robing buill
some of Wilmington's first suburban subdi-
visions after World War 11 1o house workers
for the expanding DuPont Company and oth-
or growing businesses.

Today, Robino, with its Jack Corroai
Bullder diviston, puts wp aboul 300 homes

annually in Delaware, including condomini-
ums, own houses and detached homaes,
Prices range Trom $149,000 for & condo to
$1.5 million for a semicusiom bome buill by
Corrozi Builder,

While Robino ks tiny compared with the
nation’s pubdicly traded builders, it is a siz-
able company in & small state whose single-
family housing production in 2605 oialed
7,281 houses. With belp from the design cefi-
ter, the company expects sales of about $100
million in 2006, said Jack Corrozi, the man-
aging partner who spearheaded the design
cenler praject.

Stephen J. Melman, director of economic
services at the Natlonal Association of
Home Builders in Washington, said: “T'm
sure every bullder in the Delaware marked
is looking at it. Builders are golng o hawve to
& able o deliver exactly what the buyer
wants.”

KB Home in Los An-
geles, which opened 15
first gallery in the late
19905, is credited with
popularizing the de-
sign-center  comcEpt,
said Alex Barrom, @
housing analyst with
JMP Securities in 5an
Francisco. KB, one of
the country's largest
buikders, now has 30
centers and plans to
open several more this
VAT,

Today, four out of
five of the nation’'s top
home  buailders  have
these sebection centers,
Thiey tend 10 be in shop-
ping centers or busk
nEsS parks, or next ioa
division office.

Only Pulte Homes in Bloomfield Hills,
Mich., has moved away from design cen-
ters. “We found that the majority of our
home buyers were choosing the same key
options over and over,” Melanie Hearsch,
Fulte's corporate Communicatons man-
ager, wrate in an e-mail message, “AS a cof-
sequence, we were spending considerable
time dealing with a wide array of less-
popular options that were driving up our
costs and reduecing our construction effi-
cigncy."

Dthers embrace the concept. The Ryland
Group of Calabasas, Calif., is pushing ahéad
with a retall-inspired layout for its design
centers and expects 1o have them rolled oul
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THE FUN PART

At the Robino-Corrozi
dEuiEn center in [Do-
ver, Del., Karin Hal-
stom, left, talks with
Bonnie Embry, the
lead design consult-
ant. Jack Corrozi
spearheaded the de-

sign center. Brittany
ﬂﬁmpl:u.-ll John has
cherry cabinets, an up-
grade, in her new town

b,

in all 22 of its markets in the next 12 months.
“Personalization = what the oonsumer
wants,” said Eric Elder, Ryland’s senbor
wice president of marketing and communi-
cations, “It's the high point of the purchase.™

The 9,000-square-foot Dover center holds
lis own with the major players, featuring
two dopen styles of fireplace mantels, 20
Kinds al hardwood Noors and 16 varieties of
ceramic tiles and marbles.

K. Hovnanian Homes in Edison, N_J., has
a new design center in Langhorne, Pa., that
covers 6800 square feet, lis gallery in Edi-
sof oecupies 17,000 square feet

By appealing to the buyers' desire for
mare cholce, design centers can serve as

separate profit cenbers becouse the margins
are higher on upgrades 1o a standard build-
er's package, Profit margins on options run
about 50 percent, Mr. Barron £add,

Daniel Guadalupe, an Air Force sergeant
stationed here, said he knew he was paying
A premium for (e $30,000 or 20 in upgrades
1o his $130000 semidetached home o be
Buble by Robiso, “But 1 may not be here that
long and 1 want to avodd the disruption,” he
gaid

Another advantage is that the options
come with a warranty from the builder, Ms,
Phillips said. Buying through the builder
also makes i1 easy 1o linance the extras over
the life of the mortgage
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Waorking with buyers, Bonnie Embry, the
lead design consultant at the Robine-Corrazi
design center, calculates how much the im-
provements will add to the monthly mort-
gage payment. “Once they know thelr pay-
menls are only going to increase by a small
amouni, it gives them a comfort level and
they relax,'” said Ms. Embry, who works on
both commissiaon and salary

Ower all, a typical buyer at the Dover de-
sign center adds 10 to 20 percent 1o the base
price of a house in optiens, Mr. Corrozl said.

Separate design studios also make the
buying experience fun for customaers, baild-
ers 5ay. In surveys done by Eyland, buyers
sald the design center was one of the most
enjoyvable parts of buying a new home

Bullders even customize centers bo ac-
commddate differences in customer design
preferences by geographic reglon.

Lisa Homlak, manager of the design cen-
ter for the Charlodte, N.C., division of D. B
Horton {which i3 based in Fort Warth), nat-
ed, for example, how historic Williamsburg,
Va., about 300 miles away, had influecnced
her area. “Wwe have brick everywhere,"” she
sadd, "“We just don’t crown mold, we two-
plece or three=pisce crown mokd ™

For buyers, the room settings help visu-
alize how something will look in thedr home

“I sort of know =ome things 1 like, but it
helped (o have guidance,” Ms. JTohn said.

A week after moving in, she was tickled
with her selection of chermry wood kitchen
cabimets. 'l was afraid | was béing 100 &x-
travagant, but now I love it and 1 think | pot
just what | wanted,” she said,
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