RENOVATIONS

A HOMEOWNER'’S FIELD GUIDE

10 Questions to Ask
Before Hiring a Builder for Your

Character Home Renovation

And the Answers You Should Hear Before You Sign Anything

VILLAS ¢ BUNGALOWS ¢ PERIOD HOMES




A beautifully restored heritage
villa combines old-world charm
with modern comfort.

A beautifully restored heritage villa combines
old-world charm with modern comfort. Renovating
such homes requires specialized care. Renovating a
heritage character home - whether an early 1900s
villa, a bungalow, or any period property - is not like
remodeling a modern house. These homes carry
decades (sometimes centuries) of history, with
unique materials and quirks in their construction. A
careless renovation could erase their charm or
worse, cause structural issues. Homeowners often
fear hiring the wrong builder for exactly this reason:
an inexperienced contractor might cut corners or
misunderstand the special requirements of older
homes, leading to cost blowouts and heartbreak. In
fact, experts warn that renovating character homes
“need a specific skillset, knowledge base and
experience to avoid budget and timeline blowouts”.
Hiring an unqualified builder for a heritage
renovation can end up costing you much more in the
long run - in money, time, and regret. The good
news is that by asking the right questions up front,
you can weed out the all-rounder builders who lack
heritage experience and find the specialist who will
treat your beloved home with the respect it
deserves. The following 10 questions will help you
gauge a builder’s experience, attitude, and
processes. Each question comes with examples of a
red flag answer (warning signs of inexperience or
poor fit) and a green flag answer (what you'd hear
from a seasoned, trustworthy heritage home
builder). Armed with these questions and the
answers to listen for, you can approach your project
with confidence and protect the integrity of your
character home.

If your builder doesn’t know the answer to Question 4, they
shouldn’t touch your villa.
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How much experience do you have with renovating
character or heritage homes like mine?

o RED FLAG

“We’ve built plenty of houses, so a villa
shouldn’t be a problem. A house is a house,
right?” - Be wary if the builder downplays
the difference. A response that only touts
general building experience but no specific
examples of heritage projects is concerning.
Inexperienced contractors might not
anticipate the unique challenges of older
homes, leading to surprises and mistakes
later.

WHAT TO LISTEN FOR

“We’ve built plenty of houses, so a villa shouldn’t be a problem. A house is a house, right?” - Be
wary if the builder downplays the difference. A response that only touts general building
experience but no specific examples of heritage projects is concerning.
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How much experience do you have with renovating
character or heritage homes like mine?

o GREEN FLAG

“We’'ve renovated many villas and bungalows
from this era. In fact, last year we restored a
1920s bungalow on Smith Street. We know these
homes inside out - from the native timbers in the
floors to the quirks of double-hung sash
windows.” - A reassuring answer will include
concrete examples of past projects on similar
homes. Experienced heritage builders understand
that older houses require specialized know-how
and foresight. They should convey that specific
experience is vital for anticipating issues and
preserving original features. Ideally, the builder is
enthusiastic about these projects and even
mentions enjoying the intricate details of
character homes (a passionate builder will pay
more attention and find better solutions).

WHAT TO LISTEN FOR

“We’ve renovated many villas and bungalows from this era. In fact, last year we restored a 1920s
bungalow on Smith Street. We know these homes inside out - from the native timbers in the
floors to the quirks of double-hung sash windows.” - A reassuring answer will include concrete
examples of past projects on similar homes.
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Are you familiar with the permits or heritage
regulations that might apply to my home? Will you
handle council approvals?

0 RED FLAG

“We'll figure out permits as we go, or
maybe you can sort that out. It should be
fine.” - This answer signals trouble. If the
builder seems unaware of heritage overlay
rules or building consent processes, you
could end up in legal hot water or facing
work stoppages. Failing to follow required
preservation guidelines can lead to costly
delays or fines. A dismissive attitude
toward permits (“it’ll be fine”) is a red flag
- it suggests the contractor might cut
corners or isn’t experienced with regulated
heritage areas.

WHAT TO LISTEN FOR

“We’ll figure out permits as we go, or maybe you can sort that out. It should be fine.” - This
answer signals trouble. If the builder seems unaware of heritage overlay rules or building
consent processes, you could end up in legal hot water or facing work stoppages.
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Are you familiar with the permits or heritage
regulations that might apply to my home? Will you
handle council approvals?

Q GREEN FLAG

“Yes, we've dealt with council heritage overlays
before. We will check if your property has any
special protections. Don’t worry - we’ll handle the
building consents and, if needed, apply for resource
consent for the design. We know the process and
will ensure everything complies with regulations.” -
A confident builder will immediately acknowledge
the importance of approvals. They might mention
specific heritage or zoning rules (for example,
restrictions on altering the street facade or using
certain materials) and assure you they will research
and handle them. Expert advice is required when
working within heritage constraints, and seasoned
builders have the experience, creativity and
flexibility to navigate them. The right answer shows
familiarity with local council processes and a
commitment to doing things by the book -
protecting you from future headaches.

WHAT TO LISTEN FOR

“Yes, we’ve dealt with council heritage overlays before. We will check if your property has any
special protections. Don’t worry - we’ll handle the building consents and, if needed, apply for
resource consent for the design.
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How will you preserve the original character features
of my home? (For example, decorative trim, old
windows, floorboards, etc.)

o RED FLAG

“Those old features? We’ll probably rip most
of that out and replace it with new materials
for a cleaner finish.” - Be alarmed if a
builder shows little regard for the historical
elements that make your home special. An
answer that suggests gutting original
woodwork or installing off-the-shelf modern
replacements (without attempting
restoration) is a sign they don’t value the
home’s heritage. This could result in a
renovation that strips away the very charm
you wanted to preserve.

WHAT TO LISTEN FOR

“Those old features? We’ll probably rip most of that out and replace it with new materials for a
cleaner finish.” - Be alarmed if a builder shows little regard for the historical elements that make
your home special. An answer that suggests gutting original woodwork or installing off-the-shelf
modern replacements (without attempting restoration) is a sign they don’t value the home’s
heritage.

CBR CAMBRIDGE BESPOKE RENOVATIONS 07



O 3 How will you preserve the original character features
of my home? (For example, decorative trim, old
windows, floorboards, etc.)

Q GREEN FLAG

“We love the ornate details! Our plan would be to
restore as much as possible. For instance, those
original timber floorboards can likely be sanded and
refinished instead of replaced - old native timber has
a quality you can’t find today. If something is too far
gone, we'll source period-appropriate replicas or
custom-mill new trim to match the original profiles.” -
A great answer emphasizes preservation first. The
builder should talk about retaining and restoring your
home’s unique architectural features - whether it's
refurbishing the elegant sash windows rather than
sealing them shut, or stripping paint off decorative
moldings to reveal their detail. If parts must be
replaced, an experienced heritage builder knows how
to replicate them faithfully (for example, working with
specialty suppliers or salvage yards to find matches).
This answer shows the builder respects your home’s
history and has the skills and contacts to maintain its
character.

WHAT TO LISTEN FOR

“We love the ornate details! Our plan would be to restore as much as possible. For instance,
those original timber floorboards can likely be sanded and refinished instead of replaced - old
native timber has a quality you can’t find today.
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O 4: What challenges do you foresee with renovating a
house of this age, and how would you handle
them?

e RED FLAG

“Honestly, nothing out of the ordinary. We'll just
see what we find once we start.” - Watch out for
any builder who claims an old home renovation
will be straightforward or has no ready answer.
Every character home hides surprises - if a
contractor doesn’t mention any, it signals
inexperience or unrealistic optimism. A vague
“we’ll handle it as it comes” suggests they
haven’t thought through potential issues (or
worse, they might hit you with change orders
later because they failed to plan). In older
houses, foundations may have settled, timber
framing may not be square, and there could be
hidden rot or outdated wiring. A builder who
can’t name common issues in a century-old villa
likely shouldn’t be touching one.

WHAT TO LISTEN FOR

“Honestly, nothing out of the ordinary. We’'ll just see what we find once we start.” - Watch out
for any builder who claims an old home renovation will be straightforward or has no ready
answer. Every character home hides surprises - if a contractor doesn’t mention any, it signals
inexperience or unrealistic optimism.
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What challenges do you foresee with renovating a
house of this age, and how would you handle
them?

“With a home this age, we expect a few curveballs.
For example, many villas have settled over time, so
floors and walls might not be perfectly level or
square - we'll accommodate that when installing
cabinetry and fittings. We'll also be on the lookout
things like old wiring or plumbing that isn’t up to

deﬁﬁﬁﬁ”mﬁ%qamage in the timbers. Before
we begin, we'd do a thorough inspection of the
structure to identify weak spots. And we always
plan a contingency, because there are usually
surprises once we open up walls.” - This answer
shows knowledge and preparedness. The builder
lists specific likely challenges (unlevel structure,
antique wiring, hidden damage) that are indeed
common in older homes. They demonstrate a
proactive approach: checking the true condition of
the house before and during the project. An
experienced professional might even mention
unique aspects like how native hardwood timbers
used in old NZ villas require pre-drilling and
hand-nailing since they’re too hard for nail guns - a
detail that proves deep expertise. Crucially, the
builder should talk about how they’ll solve or
mitigate these issues (e.g. working with an engineer
on structural quirks, updating systems discreetly,
adding insulation carefully). Hearing an answer that
acknowledges potential surprises and how to handle
them is a strong green flag that your builder won't
be blindsided - or leave you in the lurch.

WHAT TO LISTEN FOR

“With a home this age, we expect a few curveballs. For example, many villas have settled over
time, so floors and walls might not be perfectly level or square - we’ll accommodate that when
installing cabinetry and fittings. We’ll also be on the lookout for things like old wiring or
plumbing that isn’t up to code, or any water damage in the timbers.
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How do you handle unforeseen issues or changes
once the project is underway?

o RED FLAG

“We’ll deal with surprises if they come up,
but | doubt there will be many. The price we
gave should cover everything.” - Beware of
a builder who brushes off the possibility of
unforeseen issues or insists their initial
quote covers “everything” without
contingencies. In reality, historic renovations
almost guarantee surprises. If a contractor is
overly confident that nothing will go wrong,
it may mean they haven’t done due
diligence - or they might be the type to hit
you with large change orders later. A lack of
a clear process for changes is also a warning
sign.

WHAT TO LISTEN FOR

“We’ll deal with surprises if they come up, but I doubt there will be many. The price we gave
should cover everything.” - Beware of a builder who brushes off the possibility of unforeseen
issues or insists their initial quote covers “everything” without contingencies. In reality, historic
renovations almost guarantee surprises.
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How do you handle unforeseen issues or changes
once the project is underway?

“Older homes always throw some surprises, so we
proach this expecting the unexpected. | include a
ntiﬁﬁﬁgﬂiﬁéﬂ%e budget - usually around

10-15% - specifically for unforeseen issues, based on

experience. For instance, if we open a wall and find

old water damage, we’ll pause and discuss options
with you immediately. I'll never proceed with extra
work without explaining the issue, showing you the
costs and getting your approval. Communication is
key to managing changes.” - A solid answer will
acknowledge uncertainty as a normal part of
renovating a character home and have a plan for it.

Good builders encourage clients to set aside a

contingency fund (often 10-20% of the budget) for

surprises. They are transparent about how they
handle change orders or hidden defects: you should
hear that they will inform you promptly and offer
solutions rather than simply charging ahead. This
kind of answer shows honesty and project
management skill. Rather than promising “no
problems,” the builder promises to manage problems
professionally. That realism ultimately protects you -
as one contractor put it, with realistic expectations
and open communication, “surprises won’t become
setbacks — they’ll simply be part of the process.”

WHAT TO LISTEN FOR

“Older homes always throw some surprises, so we approach this expecting the unexpected. I
include a contingency line in the budget - usually around 10-15% - specifically for unforeseen
issues, based on experience. For instance, if we open a wall and find old water damage, we’ll
pause and discuss options with you immediately.
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Can you provide a detailed quote or estimate? How
do you make sure your pricing is accurate?

0 RED FLAG

“Here’s a one-page quote with a single total figure.
Don’t worry about the details - it should be right.
And we usually just work things out on the fly if
costs change.” - A sparse, non-itemized quote or
any hesitancy to explain their estimating process is
a major red flag. Unscrupulous or inexperienced
builders might offer an enticingly low estimate that
glosses over specifics - only to tack on costs later.
A quote filled with vague allowances or “TBD"” line
items (Provisional Sums) without firm prices can
signal that the builder hasn’t done proper
homework. Also, no mention of a formal contract is
a bad sign; a handshake deal on a complex reno is
asking for trouble. Vague contracts and
underpriced bids are common red flags that often
lead to disputes and cost overruns.

WHAT TO LISTEN FOR

“Here’s a one-page quote with a single total figure. Don’t worry about the details - it should be
right. And we usually just work things out on the fly if costs change.” - A sparse, non-itemized
quote or any hesitancy to explain their estimating process is a major red flag.
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Can you provide a detailed quote or estimate? How
do you make sure your pricing is accurate?

“Our quote will be very detailed - you’ll get an
itemized breakdown of materials and labor for each
aspect of the job. We actually take a couple of
weeks to prepare the initial estimate, because we
involve professional estimators and even get

contractor quotes up front for things like

mﬁR@ENI Blefcal. This way, there are fewer
‘unknowns.” We want you to see exactly what's
included. We'll also provide a project timeline with
the quote. And of course, we work under a standard
contract that covers payment schedules, scope of
work, and how any changes will be handled in
writing.” - This answer indicates a thorough and
professional approach to pricing. A builder who
invests time in a detailed quote is less likely to
surprise you with huge extras. In fact, they may
mention that a comprehensive quote (and even
design input) can save you money by preventing
costly changes down the road. The key green flags:
the quote is detailed and transparent, the builder
welcomes questions about it, and they use a written
contract to protect both parties. They might even
mention that while preparing such a quote is
time-consuming (sometimes builders charge a small
fee for complex quotes because of the work
involved), it's essential for accuracy - which is
exactly what you want. This level of detail and
openness is a sign of a builder with integrity and
solid process.

WHAT TO LISTEN FOR

“Our quote will be very detailed - you’ll get an itemized breakdown of materials and labor for
each aspect of the job. We actually take a couple of weeks to prepare the initial estimate,
because we involve professional estimators and even get subcontractor quotes up front for
things like plumbing and electrical. This way, there are fewer ‘unknowns.” We want you to see
exactly what’s included.
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Who will be managing and supervising my renovation
on a daily basis? Will you (or a site manager) be on
site, and how often?

o RED FLAG

“Oh, I'll swing by when | can, but I've got a few
jobs on. Don’t worry, the boys know what to
do.” - This kind of answer should make you
uneasy. It suggests the builder is juggling
multiple projects and may not give yours the
attention it needs. Older homes require close
oversight because of their complexity - if the
lead builder or a qualified project manager isn't
regularly on site, mistakes can happen and
details can be missed. If they can’t clearly name
who will be in charge day-to-day, or if they
admit they’ll only drop in occasionally, consider
it a red flag. An overloaded management team
that can’t supervise a project consistently could
lead to delays and errors.

WHAT TO LISTEN FOR

“Oh, I'll swing by when I can, but ['ve got a few jobs on. Don’t worry, the boys know what to do.”
- This kind of answer should make you uneasy. It suggests the builder is juggling multiple
projects and may not give yours the attention it needs.
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Who will be managing and supervising my renovation
on a daily basis? Will you (or a site manager) be on
site, and how often?

0 GREEN FLAG

“We have a dedicated foreman for your project who
will be there every day. | (as the company
owner/project manager) will also be on site at least a
few times a week to check progress and quality. We
keep our project load manageable, so your
renovation will get plenty of attention. In fact, we
schedule a daily check-in every morning with the
team to go over the day’s work.” - The ideal answer
identifies a specific person or team responsible for
your job and emphasizes consistent supervision.
High-quality, complex renovations should be under
direct supervision frequently - ideally every day or
every other day. A seasoned builder knows that
leaving an old-home reno unsupervised is asking for
trouble. You want to hear that the builder either will
personally oversee critical stages or has a trusted site
manager dedicated to your project. This means your
builder cares about quality control and is organized. It
also implies the company isn’t overcommitted. A
builder who assures you of strong daily oversight is
demonstrating a commitment to doing the job right.

WHAT TO LISTEN FOR

“We have a dedicated foreman for your project who will be there every day. I (as the company
owner/project manager) will also be on site at least a few times a week to check progress and
quality. We keep our project load manageable, so your renovation will get plenty of attention.
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How will you communicate with me throughout
the project?

0 RED FLAG

“We're pretty busy, but I'll shoot you a text if
something major comes up. No news is good
news, right?” - Poor or infrequent communication
from a builder is a big red flag. If during initial
meetings a contractor is hard to reach, slow to
respond, or dismissive of your questions, expect
worse once the project starts. You should not
accept a vague communication plan. A lack of
proactive updates could leave you in the dark
about important developments. Since older
homes often present surprises, you’ll want a
builder who keeps you informed, not one who
assumes you only need to hear when there’s a
problem. If you're already having trouble
engaging a prospective builder in discussion now,
it may be best to look elsewhere.

WHAT TO LISTEN FOR

“We’'re pretty busy, but I'll shoot you a text if something major comes up. No news is good news,
right?” - Poor or infrequent communication from a builder is a big red flag. If during initial
meetings a contractor is hard to reach, slow to respond, or dismissive of your questions, expect
worse once the project starts.
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How will you communicate with me throughout
the project?

“From day one, we set up a communication plan.
ically, I'll call or email you at least weekly with
u@B@ENJ&AﬁJse a project tracking app

where you can see progress photos and the

schedule. Plus, I'm always available if you have
questions - | encourage clients to reach out. We can
also do regular on-site meetings (say, every other
week) to walk through progress. Keeping an open
line of communication is key for us.” - This answer
demonstrates that the builder prioritizes
communication. A good builder knows that

renovating someone’s treasured home is a

partnership. They will mention listening to your

concerns and keeping you in the loop at all times.

The specifics can vary - some might use phone and

email, others might have more modern client

portals - but the important part is that they have a

system and welcome your involvement. They might

highlight that they coordinate closely with all parties

(architects, sub-trades, council inspectors) and will

translate your vision to everyone on the team.

When a builder offers regular updates and is readily

accessible, you can breathe easier during what can

be a stressful process. It shows professionalism and
respect for you as a homeowner.

WHAT TO LISTEN FOR

“From day one, we set up a communication plan. Typically, I'll call or email you at least weekly
with an update. We also use a project tracking app where you can see progress photos and the
schedule.
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Can I see examples of your previous work on
similar homes, or speak to past clients?

o RED FLAG

“We haven'’t really documented our jobs, but trust
me, all our clients are happy... | can give you a
couple of numbers later.” - Be cautious if a
builder is reluctant or unable to show you
evidence of past projects. A hesitance to provide
references or show photos is often a warning sign.
It might mean they don’t have successful heritage
renovations to showcase, or worse, that past
clients wouldn't give a glowing review. Similarly,
if every project they cite is a generic modern
build, that tells you they may not truly specialize
in character homes. Ignoring the step of checking
references is one of the biggest mistakes
homeowners can make - don’t let a smooth talker
dissuade you from verifying their track record.

WHAT TO LISTEN FOR

“We haven’t really documented our jobs, but trust me, all our clients are happy... I can give you a
couple of numbers later.” - Be cautious if a builder is reluctant or unable to show you evidence of
past projects. A hesitance to provide references or show photos is often a warning sign. It might
mean they don’t have successful heritage renovations to showcase, or worse, that past clients
wouldn’t give a glowing review.
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Can I see examples of your previous work on
similar homes, or speak to past clients?

o GREEN FLAG

“Absolutely. Here are links to a few of our recent villa
renovations with before-and-after photos. And if
you'd like, | can arrange for you to talk to one of our
past clients who had a similar project - | always ask
clients if they’re willing to be contacted as references.
We're proud of our work on character homes.” - A
trustworthy builder is proud to show off their
portfolio. They will readily share photos, project
stories, or even offer a site visit to a completed
renovation similar to yours. Positive references are
expected - and yes, they’ll likely give you their
happiest clients’ numbers, but those conversations
can still be very insightful. When speaking to
references, you might ask whether the project stayed
on schedule and budget, how the communication
was, and if there were any issues after completion
and how they were handled. A builder who facilitates
this and has clients saying “we’d hire them again” is
a great sign. It shows confidence in their
workmanship and customer satisfaction.

WHAT TO LISTEN FOR

“Absolutely. Here are links to a few of our recent villa renovations with before-and-after photos.
And if you'd like, I can arrange for you to talk to one of our past clients who had a similar project
- I always ask clients if they’re willing to be contacted as references.
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What kind of warranty or follow-up do you provide
after the renovation is complete?

0 RED FLAG

“Once we're done and paid, it’s pretty much
over - any issues would be on you. But don’t
worry, you won't have problems.” - This answer
is a flashing red light. No construction project is
perfect; things can shift or minor defects can
appear after the work is finished. If a builder
offers no warranty or formal guarantee on their
work, it raises questions about their quality and
longevity. A lack of aftercare means if
something goes wrong a month later (say a
slight leak or a sticking door), you might be left
scrambling to fix it yourself or chase the builder
who has moved on. Also, “don’t worry, nothing
will go wrong” is not a promise you should buy
without a warranty to back it.

WHAT TO LISTEN FOR

“Once we’re done and paid, it’s pretty much over - any issues would be on you. But don’t worry,
you won’t have problems.” - This answer is a flashing red light. No construction project is
perfect; things can shift or minor defects can appear after the work is finished.
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What kind of warranty or follow-up do you provide
after the renovation is complete?

“We stand by our work. Our company provides a
warranty on the renovation - typically, we offer a

-month workmanship warranty for any defects,

d &REEEE FafAGracturer warranties apply to any
new materials or products we install. We're also a
member of the Master Builders Association, so our
projects come with an additional 10-year structural
guarantee through that program. After we hand
over the finished home, we’ll schedule a follow-up
visit in a few months to make sure everything is
settling in well. And if you notice any issues, just call
us - we'll take care of it.” - A builder who truly cares
about quality will happily discuss warranty and
aftercare. Look for an answer that includes a formal
warranty on their workmanship (one year is
common for general defects, longer for structural
elements). In regions where builders’ associations
offer 10-year guarantees, a reputable builder will
mention that. Equally important is their attitude: the
builder should express that they’ll be there for you
even after final payment. Offering a post-renovation
check-in or being responsive to small fixes shows a
commitment to customer satisfaction. This gives
you peace of mind that your beautiful character
home isn’t just a project to them - it’s a long-term
investment that they are willing to support.

WHAT TO LISTEN FOR

“We stand by our work. Our company provides a warranty on the renovation - typically, we offer
a 12-month workmanship warranty for any defects, and of course manufacturer warranties apply
to any new materials or products we install. We're also a member of the Master Builders
Association, so our projects come with an additional 10-year structural guarantee through that
program.
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Choose the builder who respects what makes
your home special

Renovating a character home is a journey that blends Remember, the right builder will welcome these
heart and head. You're not just updating a building; questions. They’ll answer openly, confidently, and
you're a caretaker for a piece of architectural history. even offer additional insights, because they know an
It’s natural to feel both excited and nervous about informed client is a partner in creating something
getting it right. The key to success is choosing a amazing. Ultimately, investing time upfront to vet
builder who appreciates that responsibility and has your builder protects you from potentially disastrous
the skill to do the job justice. By asking the ten consequences of hiring the wrong crew. As the saying
questions above - and listening carefully to the goes, measure twice, cut once - and in this case,
answers - you'll quickly discern which builder will interview twice, hire once. Your character home is
treat your villa or bungalow with the respect it worth that extra care.

deserves.

READY TO PLAN YOUR CHARACTER HOME RENOVATION?

Book a free, no-obligation walkthrough with Paul at Cambridge Bespoke Renovations. Get experienced eyes
on your project, honest guidance and a clear idea of the right next step.

cbr.kiwi ¢ Cambridge, Hamilton & the Waikato
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—~TBR

CAMBRIDGE BESPOKE
RENOVATIONS

Modern comfort. Original character.

Specialist craftsmanship for villas, bungalows and heritage homes - modernised with
care, detail and respect for what makes them special.

CAMBRIDGE BESPOKE RENOVATIONS

cbr.kiwi + Cambridge, Hamilton & the Waikato



