High priorities. With home renovations, preference sometimes needs to take a back seat to necessity. In the long run, ignoring mandatory fixes like a bad roof or
damaged siding will cost more than not updating flooring or remodeling a kitchen. CREDIT: COURTESY OF RENNETT STOWE/FLICKR

MILLENNIALS
ROADMAP TO RENOVATIONS
While new homeowners dream of renovating their home
into a model of sustainability, they sometimes bump into
the reality that fixing a leaky roof takes priority over
installing solar panels and an EV charger.
BY MICHELE LERNER
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T

he frenzied housing market of recent years led many buyers to
make a split-second decision on a home that needed some work,
often without an inspection. Among buyers who purchased a
home in the past two years, 75 percent said they had at least one
regret, according to a February 2022 survey by Zillow. Among
the biggest regrets: buying a fixer-upper that needed immediate and
costly repairs. Renovation experts can help those unhappy homeowners
work through projects in the smartest order while balancing their
finances, aspirations, and sustainability.
“The homeowners’ intention for how long they will stay in the house
drives all our advice,” says Michael Winn, owner of Winn Design + Build
in McLean, Virginia. “For instance, some things like a metal roof are
significantly more costly to build but have a longer life span and are
more sustainable than an asphalt roof. But if someone plans to move
in a few years, that investment may not make sense.”
Renovation experts can help homeowners understand the return on
investment of sustainable choices for their home improvement projects,
such as reduced utility bills, higher resale value, and resilience to the
impact of climate change.
On the flip side, contractors and architects will need to remember
that most homeowners, especially if they just purchased an older home,
don’t have an unlimited budget and will need to make tradeoffs.
“Anything new you install will be an improvement on an older home
and older systems,” says Jim Kitchin, owner of InterWorks, a home
renovation and remodeling company in Portland, Oregon. “But once
homeowners decide which upgrades are the most important, they often
want to go a little above the standard level to achieve higher levels of
efficiency.”
An important element of sustainability is smart planning. Failure to
carefully consider all aspects of a job can be costly for the customer,
which can mean def inite dissatisfaction with the renovator, and a
possible blow to their good reputation. It can also harm the environment.
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Dream home. Many first-time homebuyers opt for existing houses which require upgrades or repairs. Renovation experts can help buyers tackle those projects in the
smartest order by incorporating price, sustainability and return on investment (ROI).
“If you don’t do something right the first time, you end up redoing it
and the materials you used the first time end up in the dump,” says Neil
Bubel, president of Traver Construction, Inc. in Dallas. “Limiting rework
is good for the environment and the pocketbook, so it pays to develop
a master plan area by area, and system by system, even if it takes 10
years to complete.”

WHAT HOMEOWNERS NEED
Most homeowners are tempted to start with projects they’re passionate about, such as a kitchen remodel or a solar panel installation. But if
they don’t take care of immediately necessary updates and repairs, they
expose themselves and their home to potential damage. Depending on
the home, “must-do” projects may include:

• NEW ROOF.
A leaky roof must be repaired or replaced before
it causes more costly interior damage to a home.
Replacing a section can be more cost effective and
reduces materials going to a landfill, says Bubel.
Again, the financial element calls the shots, and
renovators have to work with their clients as to
what should—and can—be done first. “You have to balance the tradeoff
between durability and money,” says Kitchin. “We recommend concrete
tiles or a metal roof because they last years longer than the standard
composite roof, but those are more-expensive options.”

• BETTER INSULATION.
American energy expert Amory Lovins, chairman emeritus of the Rocky
Mountain Institute, says improving energy efficiency is the most effective way to combat climate change. One of the most economical methods to improve efficiency is insulation. Closing penetrations to the house
and adding more insulation on top of existing insulation in the attic can
make a huge difference, especially in an older home, says Bubel. The
payback is lower utility bills and a more comfortable home.
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• NEW HVAC.
Replacing the HVAC system is a more expensive upgrade, but it will have
a big impact, especially when you’re replacing a system that relies on
increasingly costly fossil fuels. “Homeowners concerned about minimizing their carbon footprint may be interested in going to an electric
ductless mini-split system,” says Kitchin.
Bubel suggests that repairing an already energy-efficient HVAC system may be a better option, as it helps avoid putting adequate equipment
in a landfill. “The sweet spot for an HVAC system in terms of cost and
value is [roughly] an 18-SEER system. This is likely to be more energy
efficient than an older system, yet not as expensive as a 23-SEER system,” says Bubel. “You also may want to consider adding a zoned system
for greater efficiency.”

• UPDATED PLUMBING.
First, inspect the house for leaks or other plumbing issues. Installing leak and water usage sensor systems such as Phyn Plus, which
automatically shuts off the water if a leak is detected, can save
water and prevent damage to the home. Bubel also recommends
replacing fixtures and faucets to save water. And, check the condition of existing copper or galvanized plumbing pipes. Because
water tends to be chlorinated and sit longer in pipes, consider
CPVC or PEX piping as replacement alternatives.

• SMART THERMOSTAT.
A smart thermostat is an inexpensive add-on to any existing system that
provides the benefit of monitoring and managing energy use, says Bubel.

• VENTILATION SYSTEMS.
Tighter homes need bath fans and range hoods, preferably quiet ones
that the homeowners actually use. An energy recovery ventilation (ERV)
system may be considered to ensure fresh air is circulating in the house.
But that can be an expensive option to retrofit, Bubel says.
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Estimating a
Renovation’s

ROI

• HYBRID ELECTRIC HEAT PUMP
WATER HEATER.
These models are extremely efficient, says Winn, who is
nudging his clients towards remodeling to an all-electric
home. One caveat, says Bubel, is that they’re typically taller
and wider than traditional water heaters, which may make
them more difficult to install.

• UPDATED WIRING.
Overhauling the wiring in a home can be a costly endeavor,
but it’s a safety and efficiency issue, says Kitchin. If the walls
of the house are open for a remodel, that can also be an ideal
time to update the wiring.

Double duty. Hybrid electric heat
pump water heaters use the surrounding warm air to heat water.
They also offer premium features
such as a user-friendly display,

WHAT HOMEOWNERS WANT

vacation mode, and Internet of

Once the necessities have been addressed, homeowners can
turn to their wish list for upgrading their home and make sustainable choices:

Things (IoT) capabilities that al-

• KITCHEN REMODEL.

CREDIT: COURTESY OF AARON HEADLY/FLICKR

low unit monitoring and control
from anywhere.

While new homeowners may not be thinking about resale value, it
should be part of the renovation calculation. The “best” return on
investment (ROI) for renovation projects depends on the condition of the home, the location, the price range, and the homeowner’s budget. The Remodeling 2022 Cost vs. Value Report
offers insight into which projects are likely to have the highest
return on investment based on the cost and estimated additional
resale value.
For example, replacing vinyl windows costs an average of
$20,482, with an estimated ROI of 67 percent when the home
is sold. Wood windows cost more at an average of $24,388, with
an ROI of 66 percent.

Discussing the benefits of an all-electric house is ideal at the
beginning of a kitchen remodel, says Winn.

• APPLIANCES.
All-electric, ENERGY STAR appliances, including an induction cooktop, are recommended. “The annual cost of an all-electric home may be higher, and you may not get
an immediate return on investment, but it’s the right thing to do socially,” says Winn.

• COUNTERTOPS.
Countertop options such as Cambria, Caesarstone and Durat are sustainable choices
to consider. Some brands use more recycled content than others, says Kitchin, so you
want to be careful of which manufacturers you choose.

• CABINETS.
Most manufacturers now use low- or no-VOC adhesives and paint. A lot fewer use
no-formaldehyde products. In fact, greenwashing—where a company spends more
time marketing itself as environmentally friendly than on actually minimizing its environmental impact—is common in this category of green products. Companies with a
reputation for green materials don’t always live up to their hype. IKEA, for example, gets
numerous complaints after the fact about the powerful odors from its particle board

Peak performance. The return on investment (ROI) for
renovation projects varies based on the home’s condition,
location, price, and the homeowner’s budget. In this case, a
homeowner opted for vinyl-framed windows because of
their greater ROI vs. wood.
Installing a new asphalt shingle roof costs an average of
$31,535, with an ROI of 60 percent. Installing a steel roof, which
costs an average of $51,436, has an ROI of 55 percent. However,
that doesn’t take into account the longevity and durability of a
steel roof.

Start cooking. A homeowner’s list of desired upgrades—after the mandatory improvements—
includes kitchen elements such as an induction cooktop, reclaimed wood cabinets and granite
countertops. Here, it took the owner four years, but he finally completed an “environmentally
perfect” kitchen. CREDIT: COURTESY OF JUHAN SONIN/FLICKR
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Solar panels cost an estimated $15,000 to $25,000 before any
tax incentives are applied, according to the Center for Sustainable
Energy. Homes with solar panels sell for an average of 4.1 percent more than similar homes without them, according to a 2019
study by Zillow. The ROI for homeowners also depends on their
savings on their utility bills while they own the home. So, for
example, a $300,000 home with solar panels might resell for
$12,000 more than one without, about enough to cover the price
of installation. That’s a 100 percent ROI. Keep in mind, however,
that the homeowner has been “repaid” every month with lower
utility bills. If the tenure of the occupants is long enough, the
panels could have an ROI of 200 percent or more.
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