Feature Article

Mass customization can be
defined as producing goods and
services with systems that combine the
low unit costs of mass production with
the flexibility to meet an individual
customer's needs. The concept originated
in the mid 1980s within manufacturing
environments. By that time, production
efficiencies had been nearly optimized by
the leading manufacturers which focused
primarily on a limited number of models
and options. If customers wanted
something different or unique, they were
often forced to have their product custom
built or enhanced in the after-market.

The home building industry has
followed a similar pattern. As customers
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have become more sophisticated, they have
come to expect even production builders to
be able to provide a highly tailored set of
options. While most builders, over time,
have developed the capability to provide a
more customized solution, the general
approach to landscape often revolves
around what's on sale at the local nursery
and then how it can be best arranged in the
yard. This provides little customization
(other than current plant availability) or
tailoring to customers', or potential
customers', specific desires. Because plant
materials cannot easily be stockpiled or
stored like other building materials, using
the "special of the week" approach can
result in a street or community looking like
grandma Lorna's patchwork quilt.
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The question then becomes, "can a builder
really provide a customized landscape at a
reasonable cost?" The answer is a
resounding, YES!, provided one has the right
partnerships and processes in place.

Dollars and Sense

The first step for achieving a customized
landscape at a reasonable price is
establishing and communicating the budget.
Traditionally, custom landscapes start with a
design-first approach. This approach centers
around the plan, from which a plant list and
quote are generated. At that point the
negotiations begin, designs change, weeks
pass, and often an eleventh hour fire drill
ensues to ensure the site is buttoned-up
sufficiently to garner a final CO. By having a
clearly established budget to work from, a
good landscape designer can design with the
budget in mind. This will eliminate
numerous iterations between the builder and
the landscaper, saving time and ultimately
money.

The next key to success for mass customizing
landscapes is to ensure that everyone -
builder, homeowner, landscaper - has
rational expectations. In most cases, the
available budget puts some limitations on
what can reasonably be installed. As such,
the customer should not expect a landscape
that rivals Augusta National. A good
designer is going to create an environment
that enhances curb appeal while ensuring the
landscape is relatively easy to maintain.
Over time, green-thumbed homeowners can
always supplement and further tailor to suit
their preferences.

A key design element for establishing
community curb appeal is using consistent
themes. This does not mean establishing a
boiler plate plan to be installed on every lot.
It means establishing some general
guidelines and approaches for a given
community, and using that as a basis from
which to work. Elements of a theme may
address items such as turf type, plant color,
mulch selection, flower varieties or
topography. While the theme may be
consistent throughout a community, a great
deal of customization can be achieved
through effectively mixing within these
parameters. Like snowflakes, every building
lot is different and its unique attributes -
size, topography, drainage, soil quality -
must be considered in the landscape design.



Design Time

Once expectations and parameters are
clearly established, the customized
landscape plan can be drawn. It is
important that all defining construction
elements be completed prior to doing
the design. This means that all
structures, driveways, sidewalks, walls,
HVAC units (to name a few) should be
in place. If not, the design will be
incomplete and, most likely, inaccurate.

To avoid unnecessary iterations, it is
important that all relevant parties

participate in the pre-design discussion.

If a house is under contract, it is
invaluable to involve the buyer as early
as possible in the process to ensure
their preferences are clearly
understood. The more the buyer is
involved, the more clearly expectations
can be set and, more importantly,
achieved. If the house is a spec, the
plan should focus on drawing a
prospective buyer to the lot using the
elements and themes described
previously.

One of the most important design
aspects for achieving mass
customization is keeping it simple. In
most cases, the best approach is to start
by developing a base design that
incorporates the minimum landscape
that a homeowner and/or community
association would expect. Then, much
as with car purchases or interior
construction, the design can include a
number of mix-and-match options. By
streamlining the myriad number of
choices into a few, selectable options,
the final design and approval process
literally becomes a check list. This
"base design-plus-options" approach is
what really allows for customization at
scale.

Just Do It

Creating a custom design for each
individual house is a critical step in
mass landscape customization.
However, it is not the entire battle.
Once the design is finalized, proper
execution is equally as important. A
number of organizational and logistical
factors drive the success of the
implementation. First, and probably
most important, is to schedule the
landscaping such that is the last task

completed prior to closing. All too often,
builders want to create curb appeal while
construction is on-going. While this is
understandable, the result is usually
disappointing. By installing too early, the
plantings and turf invariably are damaged
by other subcontractors trying to finish
their jobs. This creates additional cost for
rework and actually hurts curb appeal by
having what appears to be a poor quality
landscape in place. A typical residential
landscape on a medium size lot should
take less than two days for a good
landscaper to complete, so it's in the
builder's best interest to wait until the right
time.

To maximize the effectiveness and
efficiency of the installation, the landscaper
should provide the builder with a checklist
of items that must be completed prior to
deployment. The checklist should include,
but is not limited to, the following items:
all exterior work complete (e.g. stoops
installed, stone and/or brick work
complete), all concrete work complete,
grading complete, utilities in place, gutters
and downspouts installed and construction
debris removed. If any of the items on the
checklist are not ready, then it is most
prudent to wait until they are complete.
Again, rework and multiple deployments
destroy the efficiencies required for mass
customization.
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Finally, the "mass" part of the term mass
customization implies that volume is a
positive attribute. This is most true of the
production aspect with landscapes. The
more lots that are ready and available to be
landscaped at one time, the more cost is
reduced by eliminating deployments. In
addition, if hiccups were to occur while
landscaping a particular lot - e.g. unexpected
changes, material availability - the
landscaper can shift to a nearby lot without a
substantial loss of efficiency. This aids in
allowing your landscaper the ability to
provide you with a lower cost, customized
solution.

Is it Possible?

Is it possible? Yes. Is it easy? No, but the
ability to master this capability will allow
you to differentiate yourself from the rest of
the pack. As the competition increases and
the market tightens there will continue to be
the need to leverage all available resources.
Partnering with the right landscaper will
help ensure you effectively, efficiently and
successfully get to the closing table with a
satisfied customer. %
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