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" Home makeover shows give you the
impression you can transform your house in
a few short weeks. MoneySense shows you
why real renovations are nothing like what
you see on TV—and what you really need to
know to pull off a successful remodeling

- == ome renovation shows tend to follow a set formula. The
real-life couple is overwhelmed by a problem in their
home—say a lime green 1970s Kitchen or a water-damaged
basement. The heroic host arrives on the scene, and with
some tough love and a small army of contractors, frans-
forms the home beyond recognition in almost no time,
e =de despite running into some unforeseen problems. The
finished project is revealed to the couple, who are overwhelmed with joy
when they see their gorgeous new home.

We all know what we see on television isn't real, but just the same, a
steady diet of home renovation shows over the last decade or so has
changed our expectations. We are more educated about design, and in-
creasingly we want the beautiful granite countertops and sleek open in-
teriors we see on TV. But over the years, many homeowners have also
picked up misconceptions about the renovation process. If you want to
avoid frustrations and disappointment while doing your own home im-
provements, make sure you know how the TV shows differ from real life.

i REAL LlFE When teacher Anthoula Di Gennaro
[ 5 RENOS designed a kitchen for her new home
_ ' last spring in Maple, Ont., she already
AT HOME had s

IN THE
KITCHEN

The costs on TV aren't realistic. On a typical show, you might see a
complete renovation of the main floor of a house for $35,000 or a high-end
kitchen installed for $20,000. But are those figures realistic? “We don't know
what's really factored into those numbers,” says interior designer Jutta van
der Kuijp. “Ts all the labour in there? Are the design fees in there? Are all the
materials at cost?” »

Di Gennaro spent a lot of time look- a ma | and. “f walk into

my kitchen every day and I'm really

s home., “V

ing through design magazines anc

actors not be careful attention to

happy in the space.”
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Robert Koci, associate publisher of
Canadian Contractor magazine, is skeptical
that the budgets you see on TV could be
replicated in real life. “The show I tend to

make sure you bring your budget with you
so you'll stay on track.

REAL LIFE
RENOS
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seen anything so beautiful. But at least 20%
of the work hadn’t even been finished.”
Many renovation professionals complain
that TV's shortened timelines set up height-
ened expectations. “Some shows manage
to have a renovation done in three days.
There’s no way! Those would have been
prepared for months in advance,” says van

After having kids, photographer Clay Stang
and his wife wanted to renovate their

need permits, be sure to build in extra time
to get them from city hall.

It's important to realize quality contrac-
tors aren’t necessarily available right away.

“People just assume we're sitting by the phone

waiting for their phone call and that we can
start tomorrow,” says Jason Heisler, a general
contractor and carpenter in Sylvan Lake,

bedroom and a covered sun porch on the sec-
ond floor into a big family room. “The porch

Previous spread: Courtesy of Selba Kitchens & Baths; Newscom;

This page: Photographs by Clay Stang

iStock

In a recent episode of Income

People often feel under pressure to get
their renovations over so they can be done
with the stress and enjoy their improved
surroundings, but you put yourself at in-
creased risk of problems if you move too
quickly. “You don’t have to do everything
atonce,"” says Alan Elliot, a 41-year-old sound
engineer who did extensive renovations

bothering to do measurements of co

plate the details. He chose the contractor

don’t have the time to learn things prop-
erly,” he says. “If homeowners don’t have
the patience or time, they won't do it as
well as a professional.”

If you decide to do some work on your
own, make sure to get help from a buddy
with some experience. “It's not realistic for
someone to read a book and then do »

The contractor knocked down the brick

exterior wall and extended the room by 7 1/2

Demolishing current base-
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WARNING! May Not Be Exactly as Shown

The real cost of a $55,000 TV reno

get caught up in most often is Love It Or List Property, host Scott McGil- 210?_::,3:’ {es;.oztgnincludes 86,000
It. When I see their budgets sometimes I'm livray meets newlyweds Jerry e ;

scratching my head. It seems like it costs and Amee. For $55,000, he Efpancing sncon oiening $1,500
half of what it normally would.” Koci says transforms their 1,200-sq-ft s il

viewers should be aware that TV show costs basement into a fully furnished New f(aming (labour and $4,375
_could be lower because they might get do- three-bedroom income suite, e

nated materials and labour from contractors. complete with a kitchen with Finishing (dooes, tAm; hard- $4,559
“These shows are on really tight budgets,” stainless steel appliances. But el

he says. “The likelihood is they're bringing is the price realistic? We asked Drywall contractor (insula-

in tilers and drywallers who are doing the two contractors to price out the tlonci vazotur bartrle:, drywa!:!, - $12,100
work for the exposure.” (For a real break- reno (at right), and even without g]fl /asr;’ f:‘;) it

down of a TV budget, see “Warning: May interior design fees, we found it

Not Be Exactly as Shown,” on the next page.) would cost about twice as much. ::z\:::o:rzz ﬁ:{;?élg' for $6,050

In order to make a realistic budget for When asked about the discrep- iThe f

your own project, do research before you ancy, McGillivray’s executive’ f c:ﬁg:b'tﬁgb (lfr;zlz:tess} HAS: $5,500
commit to a number. “Don’t set limits in assistant Deidre Budgell said R

your head if you're not informed,” advises the show’s figures don’t account IS et el Rt g $990
Tyrone Stanley, a carpenter and general “for contractor's overhead, profit Sl

contractor in Toronto. He says people tend or the cost of furniture. Blectrical work:and {lght $3,500
to get anchored on a specific cost before e

they really understand the scope of the work. Pour concrete $630
“They might think a kitchen renovation is Painting $4,400
going to cost $7,000, because they saw it der Kuijp. “People are surprised Alta. “We generally book two to threemonths  on his home, a former restaurant in Willow "3, 27 Kithion aid Bathraaim $2,106
on a TV show. Then later they realize that when I tell them it will be eight out or longer, depending on the job.” And  Beach, Ont. “Iunderstand no one wants to Bt :

foritto be done correctly, it costs more, but weeks before their kitchen no, even though the television programs  live through constant renovations, but if Ef:”;—m cgl;:nets: ki g,torage, $4.200
they don't want to do it right because they're cabinets are built. The reality show five or six trades working side by side, ~ you plan it out slowly and wait to do some té;oina:é a,: Lf;a(:‘zr et g

set on that §7,000.” S isit doesn’t happen faster than in reality you'll usually want to schedule projects a couple years later, it's a lot easier.” :

Renée Verret, a Toronto financial plan- that, but the whole HGTV phe- things so only one contractor (or two at the ::}rgﬁgzmagiﬁi:;teir;t, S;g?;

ner, advises her clients to start off by win-  Renovations take a long time. On TV, nomenon has made it seem like they can most) is in your home at once. DIY isn't as easy as it looks. Watching  rial delivery charge gz'arbage $3,050
dow shopping for materials so they know  renovations go from conception to perfec-  build your whole kitchen in your driveway To keep‘things running smoothly, buy  the brawny contractors on TV might inspire removal, final c!ean,

what they cost before they commit toa tion in a few short weeks. But there are  in a weekend and you'll be entertaining on all your materials ahead of time, and remem-  you to break out your own toolkit. Some-  pishwasher, fridge, washer

project. Then, she suggests, you should things the camera doesn't show. “The stuff Monday. It's unreasonable and it makes it ber it's common for items tobe out of stock ~ times the hosts even get hapless husbands  and dryer b ' $3,100
bring in a few contractors to get labour  yousee on TV always looks way better than  very hard for us to do our jobs.” or for the wrong product to be shipped. Give  to do some drywall or drilling, but sadly, Window coverings $1,000
estimates. “We usually recommend people  the results you see on the ground,” says Before you get started on your own ren- your contractor a green light to buy other  nothing is as easy as it looks on TV. Koci ;

apply a 20% to 40% top-up on the labour  Koci, who once witnessed almost the entire  ovations, draw up a timeline with the con- materials as the need arises—even ifhemarks  says you need to make an honest assessment Fuinivats e Ao §15,000
quote because you never know whatyou're  renovation for a major Canadian show. tractor so you'll know what to expect. This up the cost by a few bucks, it’s usually worth  of what you can do yourself. “If you have Contractors' overhead and $17,688
going to run into in a reno,” Verret says.  “They did the bigreveal attheendandthe  will give you a baseline for discussion if it to keep the process running smoothly if ~ all the time in the world, it’s quite realistic .Pft :
When you go out to buy the materials, customeracted like, oh wow, they'venever  things take longer than expected. If you you aren’t around to react quickly. to do your own renovations, but often we ~ HST (13% in Ontario) $12,447

house in Toronto's Parkdale neighbourhood to was a useless space,” says Stang. "Plus we who followed up with a detailed quote, even feet. He rebuilt the ceiling so it was higher, put
ROOMPFYORA  better suit their needs. Their five-year old son were worried the kids could potentially fall off." though he wasn't the cheapest. “He really in larger windows, and added insulation to warm  “The space now is by far
GROWING Otis was sleeping in the former TV room, so Stang called three contractors and broke it down well so we could see where up the formerly cold floor. The project came the warmest, biggest and
FAMILY they decided to combine a tiny office/spare avoided the ones who gave quotes without every penny was spent.” in at close to the budgeted price of $20,000.  most inviting space in the house.”
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REAL LIFE
RENOS

TJ Kang and his wife Grace, both lawyers,
moved to Vancouver from Calgary with their

After drawing up a budget, the couple
decided to cross off some projects on their

get the full value of money.you put in,” says

twice as long as it was supposed to.
If he were to do it again, Kang would spend

T I
Kang. Their interior designer Anna Dhillon also J Wy I ”””” ”" Ifti HH[HH Mgt ””
‘helped by finding lower-cost cabinets and mir-

rors that fit the clean aesthetic the couple was

one-year-old son Jackson in 2011. They bought an
older condo in Yaletown, figuring that even after

list, such as moving the location of the washer
and dryer. “We didn’t want to put too much

|
' &
more time preparing the project in advance. §
"

(I
e i e e ﬂunhmhm T il

their own renos properly, but it is realistic if
they are being supervised by someone who

spending $130,000 to fix it up, it would still be
cheaper than purchasing a newly built unit.

money into the condo renos because at the
end of the day, if you were to sell you wouldn't

going for. The project ended up on budget

but took four months to complete—almost

E\.ren'though his

think about,” he says. “It's important to think
through exactly what you want.”

Is Your Reno Really
an Investment?

How much will your renovation truly add

your lenders cover costs for legal fees and “We try to make our renovations boring. to the value of your home? Probably a lot

an appraisal, you may need to pay $700 to amly would . There’s no excitement because everything's  less than you hoped. Remodeling magazine
$1,100 to set one up. Most mortgages will 0k st s well planned,” says Heisler. “If we'retearing ~ crunched the numbers to find the typical

allow you to take a home equity line of credit shower, TJ Kang down awall we give a heads-up tothehome-  payback on mid-range renovation projects.
from another lender, so shop around for i;':::::du:;:.: owner that we don't know what’s buried I T
the best rate. According to mortgage broker bathroom reno behind it. It seems like on the TV shows

Kim Gibbons, expect to pay 3.5% or more,
depending on your credit history.

they purposely don't do that to create that
little bit of extra stress.”

knows what they're doing,” says Stanley. If you get a line of credit, make sure you Putting in the time to find the right $1??,000 31705’000
Even so, you're probably better off leaving  have the cash flow to make the payments contractor will reduce surprises. “People i
plumbing, electrical and structural work  and cover your other financial obligations, get very scared because all they hearis  $160,000 $160,000
to the pros. and give yourself a deadline to pay it off. that renovations are a horror show, but it i !
Lenders will usually extend credit if your doesn’t have to be that way,” says Heisler. ; :
You might regret borrowing to reno-  monthly obligations are less than 40% of “Homeowners have to take some respon- #5909 o
vate. Ever see a reality TV program that  your gross income, says mortgage broker sibility for the contractor they choose and
shows an in-depth analysis of whetherbor- ~ Robert McLister, but you'll want to stay for doing their homework. If the price smd,ooo 4 $140,000
rowing to renovate really fits into thehome-  below that number to protect yourself against sounds too good to be true, it probably 5 %, i
owner's overall financial plan? Me neither.  rising interest rates. is.” Never give the contractor all the money ; k- :
But homeowners who don't look at the big If you can’t pay off the debt promptly, high-end Rosedale home, but it’s a really upfront—stay in control by paying in in- $13?'°°° %‘% $13°;°°°
picture may live to regret it. you might be better off refinancing your  stupid thing to put into a one-bedroom stallments. According to the CMHC, it's ¥
Before you commit to a project, geta  mortgage. “You're often wiser to getaone-to  condo because it won't be appreciated,” common to pay a deposit of 5% to 15%  g300.000 $120,000
financial planner to look at your situation, ~ five-year locked-in mortgage below 3%,”  says Vancouver-area realtor Sarah Daniels. when you sign a contract—more if you're H i
or use the MoneySense Complete Financial — says McLister. “That way you can saveinter- ~ “By the same token, if you put a $20,000 getting custom-made products, such as : ;
Plan Toolkit at www.moneysense.ca/plan.  estup front, shield yourself from some vari- ~ kitchen in §2.5-million home, you might windows and doors. $110,000 $110,000
“You have to take an honest look at where  able-rate risk, and pay off lump sums when-  as well just burn the money. If it's not up Another staple television plotline in-
you stand,” says Verret. “Obviously an im-  ever you want, subject to your lender’s  to the quality expected in the neighbour- volves bickering between couples: for ex- ¢ 10;’000 ! 100 oo
provement always sounds better, but your  prepayment privileges.” If you currently have  hood, don't do it.” Also remember your ample, Jenny's top priority is a slick mod- : i
house doesn’t have to look like the house  a fixed-rate mortgage, find outif youwould — new kitchen won't be considered new un- believe what they’re paying for is the abil-  ern kitchen with stainless steel appliances, : i
from the hospital fundraising lottery that  need to pay penalties for breaking it early.  less you sell in the next couple years, mean- ity to abdicate responsibility. They think  while her husband Jim prefers to spend $90;000 4,%’ $90.:000
costs $3.5 million.” ing it may have no impact on the amount when you go with a high-priced contractor ~ their money beefing up his sprawling en- b
The danger with a line of creditis it The reno may notadd to yourhome's buyers are willing to pay. you should be able to disengage from the tertainment room. This drama can be re- i u: o /’%‘7 sm:wo
doesn't require you to repay principaland  resale value. On arecent episode of Income [f you're concerned about resale value, process. But when the customer disengages,  duced by having frank conversations with \ "’f{,_,
interest each month. “The lender often  Property, host Scott McGillivray tellsbeam-  shy away from ornate designs, bright colours it allows them to say it's the contractor’s  your partner about your goals and expecta- i :
only requires interest and people fallunder ~ ing homeowners Jerry and Amee that after  and overly personalized renovation projects. fault whenever something goes wrong, and  tions before you get started. “Alot of cou-  $70,000 °”>>,4 $70,000
the assumption that they can manage the  putting $55,000 of work into their basement ~ “Pick something relatively neutral for your things can spiral out of control.” ples assume they have the same vision for ’%,)} i
interest, therefore they can go ahead with  suite, the home that they bought just weeks  countertops and cabinetry, and then use You certainly don't want to microman-  a project,” says Verret, “You need to have $605 e cv/,., s aol .

the reno. That's not the case at all, because
eventually the principal has to be repaid,”
says Verret.

She advises clients planning major ren-
ovations to save a sizable chunk of the money
in advance. A high-interest savings account
inside a TFSA can be a good place to stash

They say it will take a long time and I say,

before just increased in value by $84,000.
(Costs on this reno are broken out in “Warn-
ing: May Not Be Exactly as Shown,” on page
61.) Homeowners like to justify pricey proj-
ects by tossing around numbers like this,
but you need to be careful. The truth is, for
a kitchen or bathroom reno, you can expect

And if you choose the wrong renova-

bright colours and accents in paint,” says
Daniels. “If you like bold colour choices,
you can change the paint before you sell.”

You can’t afford to be passive. Our

heroic TV hosts tend to dominate the ren-
ovation process, giving the owner only one

finished. But in reality, if you take a passive

age your contractor’s every move, but you
do need to stay on top of developments
and be responsive when they ask you to
make decisions. “Look at the details and
listen to your intuition as to whether you
like what you're seeing,” says Koci.

encounter surprises—for example, panic

some really candid discussions about who's
responsible for what and make sure both
partners are on board.”

A propetly planned renovation may
lack the drama of the TV version, but it's
deeply satisfying just the same. “Honestly,
you feel like a million bucks when you have

on renovation projects, resulting in a new

iy
s % \. $50 000
Mg,

b"""“‘he,, \\

340 000 \ \ $40 000

your cash. “We are used to instant gratifica-  to recoup about two-thirds of your cost.  or two chances to have input. Hosts are Properly planned renovations are itall doneand you can really see the results $30 000 $3o 000

tion in our society, so some people look at  (For more payback estimates, see “Is Your ~ given free rein and often the homeowner | boring. TV renos are rife with dramatic  of all your efforts,” says Alan Elliot, who i ""oﬁr%

mein horror when I say, ‘Let's save for that.”  Reno Really an Investment?” on page 63.)  doesn’t weigh in again until the project is | moments where the contractors suddenly  recently completed three years of off-and- X : \ $202000
20,000 ]

‘Yes it will. Then you'll feel what it's like to
be without this money and that will prepare
you to pay off the rest of the loan."”

Aline of credit secured against your home
“ will give you a lower interest rate, but unless

62 MoneySense | FEBRUARY/MARCH 2013

tion project or make unpopular design
choices, you may get no return on your
investment, or even reduce the value of
your home. “A $12,000-porcelain sink for
your bathroom will be beautiful in that

role in your renovations, you're likely to
Tun into problems.

“The number-one reason why renovations
fail is because homeowners took their eye off
the ball,” says Koci. “Some homeowners

Anna Dhillon; Janis Nicolay

iStock

ensues after a wall is removed, revealing
that a crucial support beam has been dam-
aged. But while many renovations do en-
counter unexpected snags, a properly
planned project won't create major drama.

kitchen, bathroom and a complete suite
for his mother-in-law. “You feel like it’s
your home and your personality is in there,
and that makes it a nice feeling when you
come home.” | M
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