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Big builders’ design centers are only as good as the
people who staff them, wooing and wowing customers
with a softer, subtler pitch.

woe L builders il réscemily

hawe owned the driver’s seal in

the hiame Buying markel. Cuos-

tomeers limed wp o bay  mew

Frames, aml badlders mosd e try

(£ mn-:i demaml. Builders swanted 16 orn
over s EAny Sels of fronl door Keys as st as
possible instead of forusing an ather priori-
ties, such a8 finding ways o boost e
o ech home and cnsuring custismer sakis-
faction. In the design center, this meant
consiliams oflen served as linke maore than
arder-thkers, withoul design cenlber mining.
Theose days are gane As the climate has
shifted drapsatically tooa buyers’ market as
sinmling inventories swell in more aml

more arcas, builders are pursuing every
means passible o profect their gross mar-
gins on every home and compete for cus-
togners on @ more individualized basis, says
Artisan Design Group president Jaimd Ju-
linn Thompson, who hns been in the indos-
try for 18 years,

Baribders “realize it's a profit center and &
wiy 1o compensabe for the sale of fewer
homes" Thompson says,

Jane: Meagher, president of Sucopss
Strafegies, o design center  conswlting
company in Mew Jerser, has also seen a
mewre intense focus on deslgn centers s
the huilding market tightens and the in-
dustry highlights customer satisfoction.

“The design studio invesiment s a wise
omi that whll quickly pay For itself in many
wars,” Meagher assers.

“The design cEnler represents a unipe
apporiunity for buailders o capune addi-
thomeal revenue and profits From the existing
home buyer™ Meagher says. Just as easily
thaugh, amid escalating cancellations amd
mare, discriminating  customers, design
centers may fickly beoeme o anbes strate-
&% liabklity if sales and operations leans
don't learn b0 make critical adjusiments.

Rerry Dhavis, vioe president ol design
and (raining at e Calil-based Bridgeway
Media Group, which operates the Design
Center Solutions and Trining Spaces
companbes, works with builders and Moo
ing contraciors 1o provide design center
stafl’ braining. As the marked las slowes
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doven, Davis says she has seen an increase
im inlerest frem builders in both altering
thisir appraach b the diesign cienter, and in
investing more 1o ensure that their design
cenbier stafl is betler mvined for o omare
challenged selling environment.

CLARIFY GOALS

(e of thie first and maost impeorton skeps in
implementing a design center training pre-
gram s by determine
which one specifically
M= o com pany's cullure
and  husiness  mad i,
sovs Davis. The pro-
gram should address
the companys  skill
gaps, e cosl eflective,
e easy 0 deliver, and
engage participanis, she says.

=T besst way for baibders to cheose the
appropriabe iraining approach is o6 really
sl down amd analyee what they nesd,”
Iawis says. I ism'L one siee s all”

For Sally Hayden, who manages the die-
sign studio for Shea Homes' Colordo Divi
siamn, boosting the design oenber Irxining
Wik 4wy b sl expecidions and ensns
monsistency acmoss lhe enline  prooesors
Ay e o home bager feelds ey amne get-
timz o different answer or someeone clse is
questioning thatl ansaver, then doubt cofers
thedr minds,” Hayden savs, “They want o
know thiey are geiting the fght nformation”

As o remicdy, Hayden gquenes up a CD
and DV} for buyers to help manage their
expictations 1o bevel that Shea con exceed,
and plavs a video continunausly in the design
center, reinforcing a message almed ab pot-
timg the buyer al ense. She also mokes s
the sales and opera-
tions stalls attemd iden-
tical troining sessions
s ke design sall

Bridpeway Media's
ez comnsiltant
traiming buailds off two
basic approaches, with
each tened 10 varying
experience levels of the design oenter asso-
ciales involved. An online  inbrodectory
Program segnenl aims b gel new consull-
ants up aml runaing. Secomd, Tace-io-faee
traiming workshops motivale and provide
more relined oconlinuing edocylien D vel-
eran consullants and managers. The on-
line training foeuses on =kills, sach as
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oommunicating, conducting a profitalle
appntment, understanding design lindo-
mentalks, amd tackling prodoct koo ledges
and the in-person raining drills.

If's not surprising that although the
training sessions involve finite amounts of
time, the necessary oommilment is 5685
days o vear, “What’s really impartant is that
vl have an angning training progsrans,”
Divis soys., “It's not & one-time deal?”

“The design center
represents a unique
opportunity for builders
to capture additional
revenue and profits from
the existing home buyer”
—Jane Meagher, Sucsest Strategies

RULES OF ENGAGEMENT

The prodderm with ol design oenler rain-
ing progriums is that they tend b feas on
lechnical suppert for design consulianis,
sales, or installation and construction is-
sies, civch in their oven silo ol informmastiean.
Hiwever, whisther the Imining is onling,
Mee-t-Eioe, or a combimation of the o,
e prerts il baribders ngree s crocial booen-
gnge the entire stall,

“Everyonc knows whals going on in
the design center,”™ savs Randy Schastian,
prisident of Lake Oswegn, Ore.-bosed Rie-
naissance Homes, “Its all very integrated.”

Pemnissance Homes has hod on in-
hise design conter since 1T, and over
the years, they have scen the imporinmee of
increased training for design consaliants,
When the center fivst opened s doors, the

Builders “realize it's a
profit center and a way to
compensate for the sale of
fewer homes.

=Jalmu Julian Thempses, Artisan Oesigr Groop

lirsl consultant hikl no sales raning bt
iy many of tee consulianis have a sales
backgroumd. And more impoertant, the en-
lire oo paany i involved in all sspecis from
sales W consiruction o seoounting o sd-
minEsirationm, Selasion says.

Mengher savs she alse supporis the no-
liom of imvalving the enlire team, and her
an=sile raining programs do just thal. The

inatruction starts oul with a shord program
cach component of  the
Dbariblers weam. Then, he groap narmosws
il B hee sales and design stall, and then
rther nrrows down 06 jusd the design
lesarm for neere inbensive ERnining.

“Thiz way everyomne is using Lhe same
languagpe,” Meagher says. This raining is
aflen the firsd limae the enlire company has
received any specific training W the design
studin, she says, s wiell as the frst lime for
the design stafl,

ablended by

MAMAGE EXPECTATIONS

The suooess or filome of design center ap-
peaintmicnts orhits aroand boyers” sopesci-
thoms, experts suy, eaving it up o the builder
ta fully prepane the buyer for the expericna,

“Yoan wonl b0 sel expeciations of what is
going to happen, se von con excesd your
customers expeciotbons,” Duvis savs, “If
[banildlers] dom't set expectabions, they syill
mever salisfy thal customer becouse the
custoeer will el their oan”

Onge way 10 do this starts with the
siles stall, who can give the buyver pre-
apgeiniment materials outlining how the
tbrsign center process will work, Davis
wave. Through a brochure, Dee Vel &ine,
phobes, or a CL, bovers can get a feel for
what decisions they will make, browse
products, amnd often o general dea of
price ranges so they can budgel.

Lot Harrkson, design stodie manager
for Shen Homes, North Caroling, says the
Weh site takes o moch mare prominent
rabe in the design cenber experienos, Afber a
Irtining session with Meagher, Harrison
ol his stall savw the need Booged tee sile oul
to eustomiers corly in the proasess. As soon
a5 they sign the contrect, they are eligible
to shgn in online using a nelghborhood-
apecilbc pass onde, and browse the thiae
sands of iwems available,

Ardher way o slart early is o offer an
il pn:!.'lc-'l.l.' of the diesign  cender,
Meagher savs, allowing buyers o get com-
fortnhle with the design shadio envinonmend
and meet the studio staff. In fact, mony
builders schedule o pre-appolniment on an
evening or weekend where bavers can in-
formally join other buyers o wilk through
the studio sd ask consultants questions,

As managers make these procedornd
chanmges, experts agreed tere o a few key
skills that should be nclwded when train-
ingz U dlesign salll
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COURTERT TRARE [ MEEFarE

PEOPLE FOCUS
The designer com control what products are
being sold. Bal ollen the consultant i5 Gl
ar rushed, amel Iy or she can wind up push

ing the wrong prosdaects, Davie zavs, Thisis o
disseryvice b the client, mod consoHamis st
use the proper people skills to kiow whiat
the buyer needs and wants Demonsimation
of these skills starts the moment a bayver
winlks in the door, she says, and helps build a
redationship
bunyer

Eruisting
Belween
cansuliim, shie savs

“Wie ik aboat how
importand  that  frsd
meeting 5 with your
horme: bayer, how yon
them, shaking
homds, smiling, hoaving
positive body language, listening skills, eve
comisct,” Davis expdains

o greseles], the consulimd hkes the
lire: b sil down and get o know thedr

anil

greal

clienis, gemunely making them feel that
theres o commatment fo nsaking iher expe
rienoe o positive ome, Davis calls this the
“get-tn-know-vyou session,” which often in-
volves & lifestyle questionnmre.

Harmaon also decicdesd thal his design stall
s ld take more lime for cach buyer, im
plementing a bwo-appointment F||'|:H_1_'1:|||j"|:"_
rather tham packing it all o one seision.
Faster isn't always betlen, he says. AL e end
af the day, the maore time they spend with
customers, the more comforiable they are
and thve more money ey spend.

“Nready we have seen o change”™ e
svs “Cr custamers secm o be mone
happy and relaxed, and [the design stafll
Iarve mone time and make bess @rmors on
the paperwork.”

Dhesign consultnnds should alse Know the
best way o educate the cusiomer, says
Thompson. 11 i imporian 0 persosle s
Buver o upsrade on o selection hinges o
know the specific attribates of the prodoct
arel o theey te 10 & custoner’s expressed
needs A sabes advisor or design ooocanltant
ria sl b ol o e more thin theose onat o list
of leamres, Dawvis savs, amd be sure o show

the benefit te the clicnk

hellee Hansen, design stindio manaser
lor Centex Homes” Las Yepas division, soays
Ly initiated trnining te allow the safT o
serve less ms o osnles represcntative, and
mare s an educalor. Strong  prodoct
knowledge enhanoes the buyer's comfort
wwaLbigbuilderonline.com

level, and buyers feel Hke they ane: working
with highly trained professiomals, she
wavs. Her division previously pelied on
veendor trnining, bt she wanied o devebogs
mre consistency and ralse the expects-
lons of the design cenler

Finally, tee consultant shoald under
stomd e value of making the proper
chioloes up fronk, arys Thonpson, and oom-
manicale that to buyers who mightl not see

“What's really important is
that you have an ongoing
training program. It's not a
one-time deal”

- Rerry Gavis, Bocigeway Media Grosp

the benefit of upgrading now rther than
Later: diften buyers can finanoe Ehese up
gradies in with the price of the home, and
thi consultant shoukd be able o explain
thise finamcial options, Thompson says,

=T Taix disi zner hivs o lirve a frm ;{:’jh;pul'
the Mnancial implication of the valoes 1|‘||_'I||
are tflering and how it factors intoe the dec-
sjon,” Sl says.

HO MEANS POSSIBLY"

Thiz produwet Enowledge will also come in
handy when overconting baver objections,
[kavis savs, “Homee bayers will object o
one primluct or anadher, and many dmes
ey have oot scen the valoe in going 1o the
next level™ she says, Ofbten when buyers
aay they can't afford it now, they plan b

miake changes later or they hove a r.;||1'|||_-.
miemtser in the business that can help them
get o betber deal.

Diavis uses rode-playing i teach how 1o
overtodne fese sihsabtions The consultand
sl first understand bovers' conoerms, a5k
them why they are objecting and be sune 1o
listen amd respind without being diefensive.
She calls it the “hel-fl-Tound” method,
where the consultnnd firs AENE, =1 umder-
stul what vou are fecling™ then validates
the concern with “others have fell the same
way, and lollow up with teir indings, siy-
i =T here is sorme of the dats we have Toond”™

Horme uying often thrsts mew baryers
inty & strange, swmeal environment with
ey rules thial can be stressfnl amd over
whelming, experts say, The buyer may ask
the same questions over and over, or be-
oo fnestrated, Davis says, and consuliants
miEl then remember e impartance af be
IngE patienl * Yo have B pol o smile on your
face and say, ‘Absolutely, lets go back and
loo ks inbo thils,™ she says.

For Lanna Sanders, vice president of op
tions al Pander Homes, comnsultnnts shoald
Eeep in mind that although they may be
dealing with several buyers a day, this is of-
ten the maost imporaol purchase ina yver's
life, andl each one shoukld fieel special. Con-
subaats shoukd also hove & sense of hinmsor,
she says.

“Yon are with the buyer for thinee ar four
hours, and s really intense, and you want
it 1o b fun,” she sovs, “A sense of homaor is
important for that™ R
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