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Disclaimer 
 
The study on which this report is based, was funded by Innovation and Science ( I&S )/Alberta Forestry 
Research Institute (AFRI).  The views, statements and conclusions expressed and the recommendations 
made in this report are entirely those of the authors and should not be construed as the statements or 
conclusions of or as expressing the opinions of, either I&S or AFRI. 
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Abstract 
 
The solid wood products industry in Canada has been primarily based on softwood species producing 
commodity lumber.  However, due to varies constraints (such as the softwood lumber dispute), 
opportunities for further value added industries and products have been investigated.  One of these areas 
has been prefabricated building systems.  Over the past few years, a large number of studies have 
supported the value-added merits and market rationale of prefabricated home systems versus on-site/stick-
built construction practices.  Yet, while prefabricated homebuilding technology offers great potential, 
such as reduced construction cycle time and improved framing quality, the majority of new houses in 
North America are still framed on-site using the conventional ‘stick-built’ method.  It remains the case 
that outside of the usage of wood roof trusses, modular home components such as floor and wall systems 
have made insignificant inroads in North America’s home building sector.  Taking a market pull 
approach, the primary objective of this study was to identify the barriers to a wider acceptance of 
prefabricated construction systems by the homebuilding industry.  Homebuilders across Canada and the 
US were asked to participate in focus group discussions so issues surrounding their perceptions and 
barriers to prefabricated component use could be brought to light.  Through this effort, five major barriers 
were identified as limiting the use of prefabricated wall panels in residential construction, and areas of 
market opportunity were identified. 
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Executive Summary 
 
The solid wood products industry in Canada has been primarily based on softwood species, with spruce 
and pine prevailing as the predominant species.  However, the growth of this major industry has been 
constrained in recent years by the US softwood lumber dispute and countervailing duties applied to 
Canadian softwood lumber exports to the US.  While the sensitivity of restrictive trade activities resulting 
from this trade dispute has played a major role in convincing more Canadian commodity-oriented 
companies that product and market flexibility are necessary, there are very few products that carry the 
same potential as using softwood lumber on a scale matching Canadian lumber production.  Point in fact, 
based upon the volumes of raw dimensional softwood lumber from Canadian producers directed toward 
residential construction, one feasible option to developing a value added industry that would rely on 
utilization of Canada’s large volumes of dimensional softwood lumber is prefabricated building systems.   
 
Over the past few years, a large number of studies have supported the value-added merits of prefabricated 
home systems versus on-site/stick-built construction practices.  These studies have included 
investigations into builder attitudes and perceptions of prefabricated building systems.  Yet, while 
prefabricated homebuilding technology offers great potential, such as reduced construction cycle time and 
improved framing quality, the majority of new houses in North America are still framed on-site using the 
conventional ‘stick-built’ method.  It remains the case that outside of the usage of wood roof trusses, 
modular home components such as floor and wall systems have made insignificant inroads in North 
America’s home building sector.  Due to extensive practical experience, the conventional approach is 
often considered as being the historically ‘proven’ method of construction, yet it can become the limiting 
factor for introducing advanced management, construction, and engineering practices in the framing 
process. 
 
Given the known market rationale for prefabricated building components, the primary objective of this 
study was to identify the barriers to a wider acceptance of prefabricated construction systems by the 
homebuilding industry on domestic and foreign markets through examination of the current wood 
products buying practices used by small to medium size residential home building firms.  Fulfillment of 
such objectives was achieved through the execution of nine focus groups in cities across Canada and the 
US.   Through this effort, five major barriers were identified as limiting the use of prefabricated wall 
panels in residential construction: 
 

1. Overall lack of familiarity with prefabricated wall panel products.  This lack of familiarity 
includes a range of issues ranging from education to the negative perceptions held both by 
homebuilders and homebuyers.  As a result, homebuilders appear to have preconceived notions 
about costs, uses, technical requirements, and benefits.   

2. The construction industry overall appears to have a conservative attitude that hinders the 
adoption of new products and technology.   

3. Trade labour issues extending from shortages of skilled workers to their attitudes toward 
adapting new products/systems.   

4. Prefabricated wall panels are perceived to cost more than conventional stick framed walls. 
5. Technical issues associated with the installation of wall panels.  The main issues mentioned here 

were fitting and flexibility (i.e., onsite customization).   
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Interpretation Discussion 

 Issues / Concerns Reported Possible Solutions 
1.  Lack of Familiarity 
Education Many homebuilders admitted to not 

knowing enough about prefabricated wall 
panels in order to feel comfortable enough 
to not only use them, but to also sell them 
to prospective homebuyers. 

Successful transformation of a 
prefabricated wall panel market will 
ultimately require familiarity with the 
product.   Extension and marketing 
strategies should be developed by 
prefabricated wall panel stakeholders to 
educate and promote the use of wall 
panels in an effort to positively distinguish 
the product from walls built onsite. 

Negative Perceptions Overall, homebuilders felt that the term 
‘prefabricated’ carried negative overtones.  
For most, the term prefabricated was 
equivalent to HUD Code or mobile homes.    

It is possible that prefabricated wall panels 
may need to undergo a terminology 
transformation in order to better reflect 
product advantages.     
 
Terminology aside, technology transfer 
and extension activities will need to be 
undertaken to differentiate prefabricated 
wall panel products from walls built on-site.  
The marketing of prefabricated wall panels 
as part of a ‘green’ package to 
homeowners may be an aid in overcoming 
negative perceptions. 

2.  Labour  
Trade Shortages Finding skilled labour is an issue currently 

plaguing the homebuilding industry, 
particularly in light of recent housing booms.   

Labour Training In light of housing booms across the 
country and labour shortages, homebuilders 
do not have the time to train their framing 
crews on how to use new products such as 
prefabricated wall panels.  

Resistance to Change The demographic profile of the construction 
industry indicates that many framers are 
close to retirement.  As such, many are not 
interested in learning how to work with new 
products, such as prefabricated wall panels.  
Additionally, there is a factor of pride felt by 
homebuilders who find gratification in 
building a structure by hand.    

The introduction of a prefabricated wall 
panel product to the homebuilding industry 
will require availability of product support.   
Product support in the form of installation 
packages provided by a prefab wall panel 
manufacturer, for example, would ease 
current framing problems faced by 
homebuilders.  Packages could include not 
only installation, but crane services as 
well.  A reasonably priced framing crew 
could also be made available to smaller 
homebuilders.   

3.  Cost 
Initial Costs The initial higher costs attached to 

prefabricated wall panels were estimated to 
be 10-20% higher than stick-framed walls 
by homebuilders.   Without knowing the 
potential of the apparent quantitative 
savings that could be realized from using 
prefabricated wall panels, many 
homebuilders were only focused on the 
issue of upfront higher costs.    

To address this perception, case studies 
should be developed that offer quantitative 
cost comparisons of stick frame versus 
prefabricated wall panel construction 
methods.   A costing tool to determine 
bottom line figures/profitability of 
prefabricated walls on a given project (or 
over a certain period of time) could also be 
designed to provide builders with accurate 
information on the financial benefits of 
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Interpretation Discussion 
 Issues / Concerns Reported Possible Solutions 

these products.  
Installation Costs Additional installation costs attached to the 

price of prefabricated wall panels were also 
mentioned, most notably crane costs and 
their availability. 

Other Costs Other (opportunity) costs such as potential 
time delays associated with ordering panels 
and refitting/remanufacturing wrong panel 
configurations/dimensions were noted.  

The offering of installation packages by a 
wall panel manufacturer that would include 
warranties and (if necessary) crane 
equipment would eliminate the additional 
costs associated with planning and 
coordinating installation needs for builders. 
 

4.  Technical Issues 
Panel Fittings  Homebuilders raised the issue of perfectly 

square wall panels fitting with ‘out-of-
square’ concrete foundations 

Greater quality control measures on the 
job site will have to be undertaken by the 
homebuilder to ensure concrete 
foundations are in compliance with building 
drawings.  Another possible avenue to 
address off-square foundations is the 
collaboration between industry 
associations to develop complimentary 
products (i.e., insulated concrete forms 
and pre-cast basements with wall panels).  
Research could be done to test product 
combinations in order to develop a ‘best 
practices’ guide that could be used as a 
reference by homebuilders and 
homebuyers. 

Panel Flexibility Many homebuilders felt that the (perceived) 
inflexibility of prefabricated wall panels did 
not meet the needs of custom homes.  As a 
result, prefabricated wall panels were 
thought to be ideally suited to those 
buildings with repetition (i.e., multi-family 
dwellings). 

For customized homes there persists the 
image that “built by hand” by “craftsmen” is 
better.  The issue at hand is that houses 
can in fact be customized prior to 
construction, and modified (like any other 
wall) after construction.  Because 
panelized construction is simply a different 
technique, continued education, promotion 
and extension efforts need to be targeted 
to homebuilders. 

5.  Industry Conservatism 
Resistance to Change 
 

Resistance to change appeared to be 
compounded by a number of excuses.  
Some builders did not want to deviate away 
from the traditional methods they have been 
practising for years.  Others did not want to 
disrupt their planning and coordination 
efforts, arguing that the process of advance 
planning for wall panels was not conducive 
to construction time frames 

Extension activities will be required to 
provide homebuilders with information and 
solutions that reduce their risk (i.e., 
installation packages, product support, and 
product education) and increase their 
comfort zone with using wall panels.    

 
Having identified the key barriers limiting the adaptation of prefabricated wall panels in residential 
construction by homebuilders, future steps needed to increase market penetration of prefabricated wall 
panel components will require both technology transfer and research and development. 
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• Technology Transfer – to overcome the negative perceptions of prefabrication, and provide the 
homebuilding industry with relevant information that will impact their acceptance and adoption 
of prefabricated wall panel products. 

• Research and Development – to improve prefabricated panels by adding value through technical 
advancements in design and ease of use. 

 
Given what was learned from the focus group discussions, there does appear to be some development 
opportunities for the prefabricated wall panel market to further their market penetration:   
 

• Many of the spec homes constructed are completely framed (and sometimes completely finished) 
before the builder has secured a buyer.  As such, any customized changes to the framing package 
are eliminated.  For some builders, spec homes represent a large percentage of their total home 
construction, with many of their home designs reproducible.  Given the potential volumes and the 
fact that customization opportunities (in all probability) are removed from the framing phase of 
construction, prefabricated wall panels would be an ideal fit for spec/production home builders.  

• Based upon the concerns expressed by homebuilders surrounding the inflexibility of wall panels 
to meet the needs of custom homes, it was often suggested that prefabricated wall panels be sold 
to multi-family homebuilders.  Unlike US markets, multi-family housing starts in Canada are of 
significant volumes when compared to single-family starts.  Given that the nature of multi-family 
construction has repeating units, the use of prefab in this manner may gradually increase builder 
familiarity with panelized construction and result in their eventual use in custom homebuilding. 

• While residential buildings such as multi-family dwellings concede to repetitive units, another 
opportunity that should not be overlooked is non residential buildings.  ‘Pref-friendly’ structures 
like hotels, for example, are akin to multi-family dwellings as these units are repeated multiple 
times throughout the entire building.  Granted, hotels may not be a practical endeavour for 
homebuilders, they may however offer an opportunity for various contractors.  Additionally, they 
may create a window of opportunity for framers by offering the exposure and experience with 
prefabricated building component utilization that could eventually filter through to new 
residential construction projects.   

• In addition to looking outside the residential construction sector (i.e., non-residential sector) for 
market opportunities to the increased use of prefabricated building components, one additional 
strategy may be the creation of partnerships between component manufacturers/homebuilders and 
big box retailers.  Over recent years, the growth and importance of big box stores within the 
construction and repair and remodelling sectors has been phenomenal.  As a supplier to many 
contractors, it may be only a matter of time before these centres become fully integrated within 
the homebuilding sector, and possibly supply prefabricated housing components, or even more, 
prefabricated buildings.   

 
Noting that the current use of prefabricated wall panels in the homebuilding marketplace is very limited, 
one must be conscious of the fact that adoption of this technology, particularly in light of the industry’s 
conservative attitudes towards new technologies and products, will take time.  However, by tapping into 
certain segments of the construction sector, the acceptance and adoption of prefabricated wall panels may 
move to a state where prefabricated wall panels are viewed as the product of choice within the 
construction industry.  Research and development efforts could eventually contribute to making 
prefabricated wall panels a distinguished product more apt to answering the needs of custom builders. 
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1. Introduction 
 
Over the past few years, a large number of studies have supported the value-added merits of prefabricated 
home systems versus on-site/stick-built construction practices.  These studies have included 
investigations into builder attitudes and perceptions of prefabricated building systems.  Yet, while 
prefabricated homebuilding technology offers great potential, such as reduced construction cycle time and 
improved framing quality, the majority of new houses in North America are still framed on-site using the 
conventional ‘stick-built’ method.  It remains the case that outside of the usage of wood roof trusses, 
prefabricated home components such as floor and wall systems have not made significant inroads in 
North America’s homebuilding sector (Figure 1).   
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Figure 1 U.S. Sales of Roof Trusses, Floor Trusses and Wall Panels (1992-2006) 
Source: Structural Building Components, May 2002 and May 2003 (taken from Grundhal 2001) 
 
Due to extensive practical experience, the conventional approach is often considered the historically 
‘proven’ method of construction, yet it can become the limiting factor for introducing advanced 
management, construction, and engineering practices in the framing process. 
 

2. Objectives and Scope 
 
The objectives of this study are fivefold:   
 

• Identify the barriers to a wider acceptance of prefabricated construction systems by the 
homebuilding industry on domestic and foreign markets. 

 
• Examine current wood products buying practices used by small to medium size building firms. 
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• Identify key specifiers of influence (builders, developers, designers, code officials, 

provincial/municipal planners, etc.) vis-à-vis the use of prefabricated building systems.  
 

• Provide relevant development opportunities for prefabricated construction systems in Canada. 
 

• Provide data that would support the development of a roadmap to overcome market and technical 
barriers for increased market penetration of prefabricated structural components. 

 
Given the creditable research supporting the market rationale for prefabricated building components, the 
objectives of this project will be conducted through a ‘market pull’ approach by understanding the 
barriers (real or perceived) faced by end-users of prefabricated systems – the homebuilder.  A better 
understanding of the nature of impediments to greater prefabricated system usage will assist planning 
future courses of action.  More specifically, understanding the gap between the potential of prefabricated 
systems and the relatively weak position of these products within the current residential market is this 
project’s overarching objective. 
 
While focus of this project will be on the homebuilder, it is important to note that the report findings may 
be of interest to lumber and/or component manufacturers interested in pursuing market opportunities for 
their prefabricated products.  Through investigation of the impediments faced by homebuilders, 
manufacturers will be in a better position to address these obstacles through various marketing strategies.  
However, it is also important to note that the report will not focus on the market rational for a supplier or 
manufacturer to pursue or engage in prefabricated housing components.   
 
The fulfillment of these objectives supports the development of the prefabricated systems industry in the 
homebuilding market both in Canada and in the US.  Research undertaken will be focused on residential 
building activities of small-to-medium sized home building firms.  Past studies suggest that homebuilders 
may have the most impact on the decision to use (or not to use) prefabricated components.  While large 
consolidated builders typically use components as they allow them to reap the benefits of production 
efficiencies (e.g.: increased annual production, shorter delivery times and reduced building costs), small 
and medium-sized builders, which represent the largest market share (60%), have a tendency to refrain 
from using components.  This project aims at investigating the various factors limiting the use of 
components by smaller builders.  Sectors of residential construction activity include: general contractors 
(SIC 1521-03), home improvements (SIC 1521-05), remodelling and repairing building contractors (SIC 
1521-39) and building contractors (SIC 1542-13).  This study deals exclusively with general contractors 
and building contractors. Input from consumers, as well as non-residential and industrial construction 
market segments, is not included. 
 
While prefabricated housing can take on various definitions, the scope of the study in discussion will 
focus on prefabricated housing components, particularly prefabricated walls, panels and modules.   
 
 

3. Background – Prefabricated Housing Systems 
 
The solid wood products industry in Canada has been primarily based on softwood species, with spruce 
and pine prevailing as the predominant species.  However, the growth of this major industry has been 
constrained in recent years by the US softwood lumber dispute and countervailing duties applied to 
Canadian softwood lumber exports to the US.  While the sensitivity of restrictive trade activities resulting 
from this trade dispute has played a major role in convincing more Canadian commodity-oriented 
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companies that product and market flexibility are necessary, there are very few products that carry the 
same potential as using softwood lumber on a scale matching Canadian lumber production.  Point in fact, 
based upon the volumes of raw dimensional softwood lumber from Canadian producers used in 
residential construction, one feasible option to develop a value added industry relying on Canada’s large 
volumes of dimensional softwood lumber is the production of prefabricated building systems.  While 
prefabricated systems are often identified as a promising value added path for the Canadian industry, 
Canadian exports of prefabricated homes to the US have a ratio of 1:20 when compared to the value of 
lumber exports.  Hence, in addition to supporting a domestic prefabricated housing system market, the 
export potential for prefabricated homes to the US is also of interest to many Canadian manufacturing 
firms. 
 
Forintek Canada Corp. has participated and completed a number of studies pertinent to the prefabricated 
housing component industry1: 
 

• Prefabricated Housing in Sweden and Finland (2000). P. Fazio and L. Poliquin. Forintek Canada 
Corp. and Concordia University. 

• Assessment of the Prefabricated Building Industry (2001). P. Fazio and L. Poliquin. Forintek 
Canada Corp. 

• Prefabricated Walls and Roof Trusses in US Residential Markets (2002). F. Robichaud and D. 
Fell. Forintek Canada Corp. 

• Attributes Demanded by Single Family Walls (2002). F. Robichaud and D. Fell. Forintek Canada 
Corp. 

• Consumer Perceptions of Prefabricated Building Systems (2005). P. Lavoie and F. Julien.  
Forintek Canada Corp. 

 
3.1 Prefabricating Building Systems Defined 
The concept of prefabricated building systems focuses on manufacturing buildings or building 
components in a controlled factory environment as opposed to the building site.  This concept, however, 
has a long history, dating back as far as the 17th century (Steven Winter Associates Inc. 2005, Fazio and 
Poliquin 2001).  Some historical counts include: 
 

• In 1624, a panelized wood house was shipped, in knock-down-form, from England to Cape Ann 
to provide housing for a fishing fleet; 

• In 1849, kit houses were shipped by rail during the California gold rush; 
• The introduction of iron as a building material during the 19th Century opened up new 

engineering possibilities as iron buildings were shipped to British colonies.   
 
By the early part of the 20th century, prefabrication became a label for modernism as architects and 
designers experimented with various prefabricated systems for permanent housing.  Championed by the 
US Housing Department of Housing and Urban Development, the homebuilding process began to shift 
away from the construction site to a factory controlled environment to provide shelter to American 
families.  While prefabrication seemed as an ideal way to rationalize the building process, achieve 
economies of scale, and make design accessible to the masses, the only prefabricated house to win wide 
acceptance was the ‘mobile trailer’2.  By the 1970’s, mobile homes became one in the same with 
prefabricated homes – both being portrayed as low price and low quality by consumers.   
 

                                                      
1 Some of these studies are highlighted in greater detail later in this report. 
2 Mobile homes have recently been referred to as manufactured homes. 
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Prefabrication incorporates a wide array of building systems.  The Canadian Manufactured Housing 
Association (CMHA) defines manufactured housing as any building or building module, destined for use 
as permanent, temporary or seasonal housing accommodation, which is constructed in a factory 
operation, and transported to the building site (McGrath 1996).  This definition covers a range of 
different building products with various levels of prefabrication that are often governed by substantially 
different standards and/or building codes: 
 
Pre-Engineered Homes (also known as Kit Homes and/or Pre-Cut Homes) – All the components 
included in these packages are pre-cut and prepared according to a set of specifications for a certain house 
model, from studs, roof trusses and sheathing, to doors, windows, piping, screws and nails.  
 
Panelized Homes – Panelized housing consists of factory built components, transported to the site, 
assembled and secured to a permanent foundation.  Panels are two-dimensional structural elements or 
infill panels to be inserted between structural elements (columns and beams).  Components can be 
opened, semi-opened, closed or structurally insulated. 
 

  
Figure 2 Panelized Home  

 
Modular Homes – Modular systems are three-dimensional and represent the highest level of 
prefabrication.  Modules can be attached side by side or stacked to produce buildings of any size. 
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Figure 3 Modular Home 

 
Mobile Homes and Trailer Park Homes (Manufactured Homes) – Houses complying with specific 
regulations (CSA Z240 MH Series-92, for Canadian mobile homes; HUD-code homes in the US). 
 

 
Figure 4 Mobile Home 

 
Post & Beam Homes – Post-&-beam homes are characterized by large exposed timber acting as 
structural elements.  The house is enclosed with insulated panels, which do not carry any structural loads.  
Similar to these are timber frame homes, which use traditional joinery details and wood braces. 
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Figure 5 Post and Beam Home Construction 

 
Log Profiled Homes – Houses constructed with machine-profiled logs which have a tongue and groove 
on the top and the bottom with profiles which are round, square or D-shaped.  Insulation and membranes 
are sometimes added to the interior side of exterior walls. 
 

 
Figure 6 Machine Profiled Log Cabin 

 
Log Handcrafted Homes – Made in the fashion of settlers that brought the technique from Europe in the 
17th century.  The large profiled logs (12’, 14’ and over) are custom-fabricated and hand-cut to achieve 
various details. 
 

  
Figure 7 Handcrafted Log Home 

 
3.2 Benefits and Barriers 
A number of previous studies undertaken by Forintek have reported the various trends supporting the 
justification of prefabricated system adoption within the homebuilding industry.  If successfully 
implemented, prefabricated construction component systems can provide a spectrum of benefits by 
relocating the framing operations from the construction site to the controlled factory environment.  
Factory operations can be optimized and automated for mass production of roof, wall and floor systems 
engineered to meet structural and functional specifications.  
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A study by the US International Trade Commission (2003) mentioned that, between 1997 and 2002, the 
value of component shipments rose 8% per annum reaching US$10 billion.  Similarly, the production of 
trusses and panels increased approximately 9% per annum reaching US$9 billion.  Conversely, 
Robichaud and Fell’s (2002) analysis of the share of lumber going in the components’ industry (versus 
the share going toward single and multi-family housing construction) showed that it remained constant 
(approximately 35%) between 1992 and 2002.  While it is important to note that the data used for this 
analysis may have been influenced by external factors such as lumber prices, in recent years, various 
factors have contributed to the increased popularity of components.  Among those the following have 
been identified. 
 

• Building Industry Consolidation - Between 1996 and 2002 the market share of the top 100 
builders grew 13% to reach a third of all houses built in the US in 2002 (344,574 houses).  
Meanwhile, the top five and top ten’s market shares increased respectively by 8% and 11%.  
Consolidation typically leads large builders to adopt a more systematic approach to 
homebuilding; the use of components, for instance, permits labour-related savings, shorter 
delivery times, rapid construction as well as efficiency and productivity gains.  

 
• Demographics & Lack of Qualified Labour - Builders are (slowly) shifting away from labour 

intensive (onsite) construction to more automated building techniques.  This is mostly attributable 
to unattractive working conditions and the construction industry’s poor image with young 
workers who tend to prefer working with technology.  Also, demographic changes mean that the 
35-64 age class will become more important compared to the population as a whole.  The fact that 
this group tends to spend more on repairs and renovations will coincide with an aging housing 
stock that will eventually require investments. It is also essential to mention that many 
construction workers are getting close to retirement and that there are not enough youths getting 
into the trades to replace them.    

 
• Attributes Demanded by Homebuilders - Despite the importance of price in choosing building 

products, homebuilders demand other attributes from their building product choice. For walls, 
straightness and speed of assembly are requested by homebuilders. In the case of single-family 
walls, energy efficiency and code compliance attributes come into play.  Straightness and strength 
are the attributes most valued.  The match between these attributes and benefits brought by 
prefabrication substantiates the market drive for prefabricated components. 

 
• Builders’ Dissatisfaction with Lumber - Builders are most dissatisfied with price, price 

volatility and quality of lumber. Furthermore, manufacturers cite issues of quality and stability as 
having significant impacts on their lumber supply utilization.  

 
• Material Substitution - Lumber has lost ground to non-wood products such as steel in wall 

structures over the last decade.  Large builders in particular are increasingly turning towards steel 
studs despite wood’s (lumber and OSB) affordability.  Engineered wood products (EWP) are 
generally embraced by builders.  

 
• Increased Automated Techniques - The automation of the manufacturing process will have an 

impact on the rate at which componentization will occur.  
 

• Waste Disposal - A study conducted by the NAHB demonstrates that a house built with 
components generates 75% less waste than one built using the traditional stick built method. In 
turn, their use helps promote an image of environmental responsibility/accountability by the 
homebuilding industry.  
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• Insurance and Litigation - During the 1990’s, insurers paid $1.18 for every dollar paid by 

beneficiaries.  This situation can largely be attributed to mould related claims. The insurance 
crisis which concurred with the stock market fluctuations at the end of year 2000 forced insurance 
companies to remove themselves from sectors providing low returns on investment – including 
the housing business – and exposing them to legal actions.  Using prefabricated components, 
however, ensures quality control.  

 

   
Figure 8 Stick Frame Site Construction Waste 

 
Despite the fact that many factors support the growth of the prefabricated housing industry, sales and 
adoption within the industry are not near their expected levels.  Why is this?  While the majority of new 
homes built in North America continue to be erected at the building site by a large number of small 
builders, the acceptance of technological advances, such as panelized housing components, are slow to 
make their way through a fragmented building community.  Known barriers to increased prefabricated 
building system utilization primarily include consumer perceptions, building codes, and customization: 
 

• Prefabricated houses have unfortunately earned a reputation for being cheap and unattractive.  
The prevailing vision of endless prefabricated rows of ‘cookie-cutter structures’ built with low 
quality materials and substandard construction methods during the 70s and 80s has, regrettably, 
shaped a negative perception among consumers.  While many consumers have embraced the 
notion of mass production for commodities such as cars and computers, they have been more 
reluctant to do so with homes.  A recent FCC research project (Lavoie et al., 2005) identified 
some major challenges related to the image of prefabricated homes in consumers’ minds.  These 
challenges largely have to do with perceptions of construction quality, flexibility in design and 
prestige. Despite these observations, it is possible to advance the hypothesis that homebuyers play 
a relatively trivial role in product specification when compared to homebuilders and other key 
specifiers. In fact, it is highly likely that many homeowners live in houses which contain 
prefabricated components (such as wall and floor panels, and roof trusses) without being aware of 
it. The prominence of key specifiers over homebuyers has already been observed in previous 
Forintek research as having a greater influence in terms of material selection decisions.  

 
• Closed wall and modular producers face a series of building code requirements that are regarded 

by the industry as major constraints to increasing market share because they cause delays and 
entail inspection costs.  

 
3.3 Prefabricated Housing Market Trends 
Used in homebuilding (single-family and multi-family units) as well as in commercial buildings, 
prefabricated components solve many issues faced by builders.  Lack of skilled labour, variations in the 
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price of lumber and a perceived inconsistent/decreasing quality of lumber are examples of such issues.  
However, as a value added production process, prefabricated systems are still at an early development 
stage in Canada.  Prefabricated systems largely remain a process that has been more easily adopted by 
large and multi-family dwelling builders.  It has been estimated that Canada is home to approximately 
350 to 400 prefabricated building manufacturers (Robichaud et al. 2005).  In 2004, prefabricated housing 
systems only accounted for 6.5% of all Canadian housing starts (Table 1). 
 

Table 1 Percentage of Total Canadian Housing Starts for Prefabricated Systems, in 2004 

  

Number of 
Canadian Housing 

Starts 
% of Canadian 
Housing Starts 

Pre-engineered / Panelized Homes 5,300 2.3% 
Modular Homes 3,550 1.5% 
Mobile Homes 4,950 2.1% 
Log Homes 1,100 0.5% 
Post & Beam Homes 300 0.1% 
Total Prefabricated Homes 15,200 6.5% 
Total Canada 233,431 100.0% 

Sources: CMHC 2005; Manufactured Housing Association of Canada (MHAC) 2005 
 
This percentage is small despite Canada’s housing profile where, unlike the US, multi-family housing 
starts represent a healthy portion of total housing starts (Figures 9 and 10).   
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Figure 9 Canadian Housing Starts, 1998-2006 
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Source: RISI 2005 
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Figure 10 US Housing Starts, 1998-2006 

Source: RISI 2005 
 
Export activity of prefabricated homes from Canada (while only totalling 11,650 units in 2004) have 
appeared to keep close pace with domestic prefabricated home building activity (Table 2).  The most 
popular construction method of prefabricated homes for both export and domestic consumption was pre-
engineered/panelized homes.   
 

Table 2 Production and Exports Estimates for Canadian Prefabricated Homes, 2004 (units) 

Construction Method Production Exports % Domestic % 
Pre-engineered / Panelized Homes 12,500 7,200 57.6 5,300 42.4 
Modular 4,000 450 11.3 3,550 88.8 
Manufactured / Mobile Homes 5,250 300 5.7 4,950 94.3 
Log Homes 3,200 2,100 65.6 1,100 34.4 
Post & Beam / Heavy Timber Frame 1,900 1,600 84.2 300 15.8 
TOTAL 26,850 11,650 43.4 15,200 56.6 

Source: Manufactured Housing Association of Canada (MHI) 2005 
 
Between 1995 and 2004, Canadian exports of prefabricated building systems almost doubled reaching 
$545 million in 2004 (Figure 11).  This is a bit of a decline from its peak when export activity reached 
just over $600 million.  Of this, Quebec, Ontario, British Columbia and Alberta represent those regions 
where Canadian prefabricated building component exporters are mainly concentrated (Table 3).  
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According to CMHI, of the approximate 70 CSA-certified (Canadian Standards Association) housing 
manufacturers across Canada, the greatest number of factories is located in Quebec and Alberta.   
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Figure 11 Canadian Exports of Prefabricated Buildings (CDN$ million), 1995-2004 

Source: Statistics Canada, 2005  
 

Table 3 Canadian Exports of Prefabricated Homes (CDN$ million), 1995-2004 

  1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 
BC $107.7 $130.8  $158.4 $110.1 $125.7 $164.2 $200.5 $209.7 $196.1 200.8 
ON 99.5  142.1 136.9 157.7 166.5 200.0 202.7 199.9 184.0 169.4 
AB 18.2 37.2 40.7 27.7 35.2 39.3 58.2 64.7 50.6 72.6 
QC 15.4 23.4 25.6 29.3 47.2 41.5 48.1 70.9 56.5 45.1 
MB 7.0 14.3 12.1 17.1 19.5 18.7 20.1 26.4 32.6 33.5 
SK 5.9 10.5 10.2 16.7 19.3 8.7 10.2 9.5 8.7 8.4 
NS 1.9 3.1 3.2 3.9 2.5 3.8 4.1 4.3 6.2 7.0 
NB 4.2 9.5 9.7 15.5 16.8 12.5 14.1 20.7 13.6 6.4 
Others 0.2 0.1 0.6 1.0 5.0 3.6 3.0 2.8 1.9 1.9 
TOTAL $259.8 $370.9 $397.3 $379.0 $437.7 $492.3 $561.1 $608.9 $550.3 $545.2 

Source: Statistics Canada, 2005. 
 
While prefabricated house manufacturing is growing, the dominant method to build homes continues to 
be stick-built on site.  This is true both for Canada and the US (Table 4), albeit the US has experienced a 
greater adoption rate of prefabricated housing than Canada.  However, elsewhere in other countries such 
as Sweden, off-site construction has become standard where up to 90% of all housing is factory built.    
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Table 4 Homebuilding Methods in the US, 1997-2002 

1997 2002  
# units (x1,000) % # units (x1,000) % 

Stick Built 1,175 79.7% 1,195 70.1% 
Panelized 105 7.1 230 13.5 
Concrete 125 8.6 210 12.3 
Modular 45 3.1 35 2.1 
Steel Frames 8 0.5 14 0.8 
SIPs 8 0.5 12 0.7 
Other 8 0.5 9 0.6 
Source: APA 2003 
 
A Forintek study completed in 2001 (Fazio et al.) entitled ‘Assessment of the Prefabricated Building 
Industry’ focused on Canada’s prefabricated building industry in relation to its markets and competitors.  
The study concluded that while Canada’s prefabricated building industry is successfully focusing on 
quality custom built homes, its manufacturing operations are still too small to compete in other markets.  
Canadian exports of prefabricated buildings are less than that of Sweden – a country with a smaller 
economy than Canada.  Overall, Canada’s industry remains quite fragmented, characterized by small 
plants and limited access to both market and technical support.   
 
3.4 Prefabricated Housing Components  
Wooden roof trusses and wall panels represent the two products comprising the largest share of 
prefabricated housing components.  Roof trusses entered the construction market with relative ease during 
the late 60s, and by the mid 70s became the dominant method to frame gable roofs.  According to 
Robichaud and Fell (2002b), roof trusses held more than 50% of the market in 1998.  Today, roof truss 
components continue to comprise the largest share of prefabricated home building components as 
opposed to wall systems (Figure 12).   
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Figure 12 Canadian Exports of Prefabricated Structural Components ($CDN Millions), 1997-2004 

Source: Statistics Canada, 2005.  
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Given the surge of roof truss use by builders in comparison to wall panel adoption, Robichaud and Fell 
(2002b) initiated a survey among homebuilders to ascertain whether roof truss manufacturers were the 
most likely entrant into the wall panel market or not.  When survey participants were asked if they 
purchased prefabricated walls from the same company providing them with roof trusses, with little 
surprise, 63% of the respondents answered positively.  In 2001, the overall US market share for 
prefabricated wall panels consumed on the construction site was reported to be 18% (Robichaud and Fell 
2002a).  Prefabricated wall panels, however, were reported to be used by 24% of all large builders, as 
compared to 14% by smaller builders.  Specific to the type of walls consumed by builders, open wall 
panels with sheathing were reported as being used in 47% of applications by small builders, and 69% for 
large builders.  Overall, small builders were recognized as consuming more closed wall panels than their 
larger counterpart.   
 
Based upon the attributes demanded in single-family home walls (Robichaud and Fell 2002a), 
straightness/square and speed of assembly were reported as the top requirements by builders for wall 
materials.  Despite the fact that these two factors may be the most salient attributes demonstrated by 
prefabricated wall systems, light framing continues to be the dominant construction method for exterior 
walls, comprising 85% of the total volume of wood used in wood exterior wall construction in 2003 
(WPC 2005).  While panelized components have gained some ground, they continue to occupy a small 
percentage of total wood volume used in wall construction.  In 2003, panelized products captured 11% of 
wood used in wall construction, compared to 9% in 1998 (WPC 2005).  Modular systems and structural 
insulated panels also reported minute increases of 1% to 2%, and 0.12% to 0.26% respectively over the 
same time period.   
 

  
 

Figure 13 Utilization of Prefabricated House Components 

 
A recent study (Steven Winter Associates, Inc. 2005) completed for the US Department of Housing and 
Urban Development’s PATH (Partnership for Advancing Technology in Housing) program undertook to 
understand how builders decide to use panel systems in the US.  The thrust of the project was to 
determine how builders decide to use panelized house systems, factors in a builder’s decision process to 
utilize panelized construction and reasons why builders who are inclined to try new building techniques 
choose not to use panelized construction.  Common barriers cited by those builders participating in the 
study who have not used panels included high initial costs, and an inadequate understanding of panelized 
housing technology.  It was recognized that code officials appear to be open about understanding the 
fundamentals of panel systems and that most are accepting of the technology once they have been 
educated about it.  Those builders participating in the study who had elected to use panels mentioned long 
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term cost savings, shorter construction times, and improved quality were as major factors in their decision 
to use panelized construction systems.  In addition to this, trained crews experienced with panelized 
technology along with effective communication and coordination between the builder and panel supplier 
were cited as important factors for success by this group.  Additional information, based on the questions 
posed in this study, can be seen in the table below. 
 

Table 5 Key Questions and Findings from Steven Winter Associates, Inc. Study (2005) 

How is a particular panel system chosen? 
Faster construction times and better construction quality were two primary reasons cited for choosing a panel system.  For 
those builders building more than 100 homes in a given year, savings in cost and construction time were noted as prevailing 
reasons to use panel systems.  Builders building between 25-100 homes gave no prevailing reason, but did mention better 
quality, energy performance, cost savings, and past experiences with the system as deciding factors.  Energy efficiency and 
past experience were the top reasons cited by those builders building fewer than 25 homes per year. 

Where was information about the panel system obtained and how did it influence the decision to use panels? 
A variety of sources were cited, including: internet, panel suppliers, architects, designers, clients, trade shows and 
conferences.  For users of open wall panels, information was typically supplied by suppliers, or obtained through their own 
research.   It was also noted that reliable information on panelized technology was scarce, and that the industry would likely 
benefit from a professional trade group. 

Did proximity to the panel supplier factor into the decision to use panels? 
Proximity to a panel supplier was noted as only becoming a factor in regard to its affect on cost.   Proximity did not appear 
to affect quality of technical assistance or reliability of panel deliveries.  For those builders who had not used panels, the 
absence of a panelized dealer close by was noted as a deciding factor against panelized system use. 

How did cost factor into the decision to use panels? 
Builders unfamiliar with panels typically perceived higher costs as the reason for not using panel systems.  Some builders 
citied less on-site labour as a way of reducing costs and a justification to use panels.  This point was further substantiated 
by large builders who placed an emphasis on value over cost in their decision making.  Builders relying on a sub-contractor 
for framing noted lower labour costs as an advantage; while builders with their own labour supply mentioned reduced 
construction times.  For those builders with a mix of labour sources, more emphasis was placed on material quality and 
construction speed. 

How did quality factor into the decision to use panels? 
Construction quality (along with construction efficiency) was cited as the biggest factor in the decision making process to 
use panels by all builders.  Construction quality (in terms of fewer call-backs) appeared to be a bigger factor for the smaller 
builders. 

How did construction efficiency factor into the decision to use panels? 
Large builders cited open wall panels as the technological choice for panel utilization.  Many builders mentioned that 
construction efficiency was enhanced with an experienced on-site crew.  Construction efficiency was also mentioned as 
being achieved through the use of few sub-contractors/labourers (indicating less management required by management).  
Builders noted that full fabricated panels further enhanced construction efficiency.   

How did energy factor into the decision to use panels? 
Most builders admitted that the promise of better energy efficiency credited to higher construction and boosted levels of 
insulation were deciding factors to use panels.  It was observed that the bigger the builder, the less of factor energy 
efficiency played in the choice to use panels.  Smaller builders unanimously cited energy efficiency as an important factor. 

How did competition with other builders in the market influence the decision? 
Generally, builders mentioned that panels were chosen for their added benefit rather than what their competitors did.  For 
those builders not using panels, it was implied that their decision not to use panels was based on the fact that other builders 
in the area did not as well. 

How did local code officials factor into the decision to use panels? 
Some resistance by local code officials was mentioned.  However, the negative reaction was cited as not being enough to 
discourage the use of panelized technology.  Some builders stated that the negative reaction gave them the opportunity to 
educate building inspectors. 

How does the use of panels influence a home’s design? 
Builders using open wall panels reported that the design of the home had little, if any, impact on applicability of the 
technology.  As well, designs for stick frame homes were cited as being easily adaptable to open-wall panel systems.  
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Simple, repeatable designs were noted as the most cost-effective use of panels – particularly by production home builder 
respondents.   

What kinds of problems have been encountered using panels? 
Common problems cited included: fabrication errors, miscommunications with panel manufacturers, late delivery, resistance 
from sub contractors (such as electricians and plumbers), and the need to train installation crews.   Above all, good 
communication was mentioned as an essential to avoiding on site problems.  Builders using open wall panels reported 
fabrication errors as the most common problem in their experience.  Builders with their own in-house labour reported fewer 
problems in terms of technical knowledge crews.   

What factors contribute the greatest to successful use of panels? 
The key factor reported by many builders was access to experienced crews – either on staff or as sub-labourers.  Suppliers 
were noted as often sending a representative to the site to help a crew through the building process.  Key factors cited by 
large builders included careful planning and coordination, while production builders mentioned repeatable designs.   

Did the use of panel systems result in changes to business practice? 
Overall, survey participants mentioned no change with respect to their business model or practice.  If any, the use of panels 
was noted as allowing builders to run their business with more ease (since it resulting in fewer dealings with sub-
contractors).  The use of panels was also noted by some builders as a means of allowing them to expand their business into 
new areas.   

Source: Steven Winter Associates, Inc. 2005 
 
The balance of this project will aim to answer similar questions posed in the Steven Winter Associates, 
Inc. project, but with a primary focus on the Canadian homebuilding industry.   
 
 

4. Alberta’s Housing Economy – An Overview 
 
The strength of Alberta’s housing sector has been primarily supported by the province’s robust economy, 
labour market, and low interest rates.  Over the past few years, Alberta’s housing starts have remained 
near the two-decade high recorded in 2002 when the total number of housing starts were reported as just 
under 39,000 (Figure 13) – 44% above the average number of starts over the preceding five years 
(26,400) (Statistics Canada, Alberta Finance 2003).   
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Figure 14 Housing Starts in Alberta, 2000-2004 

Source: Statistics Canada 
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The strength of Alberta’s housing sector is best exemplified through inter-provincial comparisons of starts 
on a per capita basis.  Up to 2003, Alberta has experienced over 1,200 housing starts per 100,000 citizens 
(annualized rate).  This figure translates into a 74% advantage over the national average of 693 starts.3 
 
Over the medium term, Alberta’s housing starts are expected to recede moderately from their recent 
highs.  This will largely be a factor of projected interest rate increases, and a moderate decline in net in-
migration.  Nonetheless, projections remain healthy at levels of approximately 30,000 starts by 2008.  
Factors supporting this continued progression include: 
 

• Healthy consumer spending.  Forecasts project consumer spending to increase 3.7% annually (in 
real terms) through to 2008 (Alberta Finance 2005, Alberta Construction Association 2005) 

• Alberta, in comparison to other provincial jurisdictions, boasts as having a population with the 
highest disposable income in Canada.  In 2003, personal disposable income was reported at 
$25,654 – compared to the Canadian average of $22,538 (Alberta Finance 2005). 

• Alberta is home to the lowest unemployment rate in Canada – 4.6% in 2004 as compared to a 
national rate of 7.2% (Alberta Finance 2005). 

 
 

5. Study Methodology  
 
Data collection used to fulfill the noted objectives relied on focus group discussions.  Three focus groups 
were targeted in this AFRI study:  Edmonton/Ft. McMurray, Calgary and Phoenix.  These three focus 
groups, however, were part of a larger study dealing with builders across Canada and a few within the 
US.  Due to leveraging with a Value-to-Wood project from Forintek’s Eastern Division, the number of 
focus groups was extended to include six additional key geographic areas.  Data collection relied on nine 
focus groups (as opposed to the original planned three) conducted in the following North American 
cities4: 
 

• Quebec City, Quebec (October 17th, 2005) 
• Montreal, Quebec (October 19th, 2005) 
• Toronto, Ontario (October 20th, 2005) 
• Edmonton/Fort McMurray, Alberta (November 7th, 2005) 
• Calgary, Alberta (November 8th, 2005) 
• Phoenix, Arizona (November 9th, 2005) 
• Boston, Massachusetts (November 16th, 2005) 
• Hartford, Connecticut (December 6th, 2005) 
• Moncton, New Brunswick (December 20th, 2005) 

 
The population targeted in this study consisted of small-to-medium sized building firms.  Sectors of 
activity included homebuilders (SIC 1521-12) and building contractors (1542-13).  Potential respondents 
were identified via business lists obtained from specialized firms.  
 
Focus group discussions played an integral part of the project for the purposes of providing information 
not available through the literature review.  The discussion guide used to moderate the focus group 

                                                      
3 Prince Edward Island boasts the second-best performing province with 806 starts per 100,000 citizens.   
4 Focus groups organized for Calgary, Edmonton and Phoenix were part of AFRI’s funding contribution.  Value-to-Wood’s 
contribution supported focus groups in Quebec City, Montreal, Toronto.  QWEB funded the Hartford and Boston focus groups.  
Business New Brunswick/Wood Products Group/Atlantic Canada Opportunities Agency financed the Moncton focus group.  
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discussion contained questions regarding product usage, product procurement, services provided by 
suppliers, as well as the perceived advantages and disadvantages of prefabricated housing systems 
(Appendix I - Discussion guides).  Some questions also dealt with other actors’ influence on material use.  
It is important to note that the discussion guide emphasized the use of prefabricated walls and panels as 
these products display a limited presence on the market when compared with roof and floor trusses.  
Additionally, it should be noted that the discussion guide was not a ‘fixed’ guide, as changes were made 
as focus group participants engaged and probed into in-depth discussions.   
 
Focus group participants were contacted by a marketing firm which briefly explained the purpose and 
personal implications of the study, the financial compensation given to each participant, and the logistics 
of participating in the focus group discussion.  All respondents were called the night before the focus 
group date to ensure their presence the following day.  On the evening on which the focus group took 
place, respondents were welcomed by the focus group facility staff. All participants acknowledged the 
fact that the discussion would be recorded yet company specific names would remain confidential.   
 
The focus group research team consisted of the following members: 

• Patrick JP Lavoie, Forintek Canada Corp., Eastern Division (Project leader, all groups) 
• Frank Laytner, Forintek Canada Corp. (all groups)  
• Rhonda L. Gibson, Forintek Canada Corp., Alberta Regional Office (Edmonton, Calgary and 

Phoenix) 
• David Ouellet, Pollara (Quebec City) 

 
 

6. Data Analysis and Findings 
 
On average, the groups interviewed were made up of eight small to medium sized builders specialized in 
custom homes.  Homebuilders who participated in the study generally built less than 10 homes per year.  
Some groups included larger homebuilders (more than 100 units per year) which, incidentally, tended to 
use more prefabrication than their counterparts.  The moderators occasionally used these participants to 
stimulate discussion on topics that were less familiar to smaller homebuilders (e.g.: insurance issues).  
Participants were for the most part business owners, presidents, vice-presidents, general managers, 
production managers, purchasing managers and CEOs.   
 
Data analysis emphasizes the main themes discussed throughout the focus groups: cost, supply, labour, 
customization, marketing, familiarity, capital investment, installation, transportation and perceptions. The 
results were identified using notes taken by the observer(s) during the focus groups, debriefing notes 
drafted immediately after the focus groups and quotes taken from the careful examination of focus group 
recordings. Comprehensive debriefing reports are available in Appendix II - Focus group summaries.  
 
6.1 Cost of Building with Prefabricated Walls 
Cost issues associated with using prefabricated walls were raised in all focus groups.  Many homebuilders 
were concerned with the higher costs associated to prefabricated walls.  The price discrepancy was 
estimated to be 10 to 20% higher than stick-framed walls.  With labour, installation and other related 
costs taken into account, prefabricated walls were perceived as being much more expensive than walls 
built onsite.   

 
‘How can it be less expensive? If we only look at the wall in terms of materials. Then there is the technician, 
the salesman, the sales director, the truck, the crane, etc. How can it be less expensive?’ – Quebec City 
10/17/2005 
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‘They have a lot more overhead than a small company.  They’ve got efficiency and marketing, but they have 
costs that we don’t have and they expect to make a profit too!’ – Moncton 12/20/2005 
 

It is important to state that cost was a central theme for homebuilders.  Homebuilders were clear to point 
out that their businesses existed for one purpose: profits.  Thus, if using prefabricated walls entailed 
additional costs to their operation, they likely will not be interested in using them.  Marketing has an 
enormous role to play in promoting not only the long term savings, but also the product benefits, both to 
homebuilders and homebuyers.  
 
Due to their relative lack of exposure to the use of prefabricated housing components, homebuilders 
interviewed were interested in having an impartial comparison of the costs associated with building a 
house using a prefabricated building system versus building the same house using the stick-built method.  
Focus group participants mentioned the lack of time to experiment and slim profit margins as obstacles to 
using prefabricated walls.  Many participants tried alternative wall building methods at one point or 
another in their career.  However, most of them faced significant problems which affected their profits 
and, as a result, decided to revert back to stick-framing.  

 
‘I’m waiting for someone to do that cost-benefit analysis because it is a time consuming process to build two 
similar houses. I have too many things to do than bang my head against the wall’. – Calgary 11/08/2005 

 
‘The prefab industry doesn’t really support [their product], so builders have a bad experience and drop it’. – 
Edmonton 11/07/2005 

 
Lower production volumes (in terms of company size) were noted as a factor affecting the homebuilders’ 
decision to switch to prefabrication. Builders associating prefabricated walls with lower costs said that the 
difference in cost was so small that they did not want to bother making the switch given the risks in terms 
of logistics, delivery times and installation.   
 
Most groups raised the crucial role of installation.  Many homebuilders were interested in buying walls 
with installation included.  This kind of arrangement would solve the labour issues plaguing the 
homebuilding industry.  Such an arrangement would be perfectly suited for Phoenix homebuilders for 
instance, since they already rely on a ‘lumber package’ formula.  Small and medium sized builders 
generally believed that prefabricated walls mostly appealed to larger companies who would benefit from 
multiplying small savings on a large number of units.   
 

‘If it is a custom home, we’re not sure what the economy is. It is not as easy to tell as in a production line. The 
little savings that add up over 500 houses whereas, in our case, by the time we figured out what the cost is, 
we could have already started’. – Calgary 11/08/2005 
 
‘It has a lot to do with production too. If you’re looking for quantity, you’re going to look for speed. Time is 
money. This part of the country is very unique when it comes to the building industry. When you go out West 
or in the Midwest, these Fortune 500 companies, they’re blowing 15, 16, 18, 20 thousand units per year. The 
guy at the very top of a publicly owned company has no idea who the customer is. They are into speed. 
When you have to answer to shareholders, they look at every dime that goes into [production]’. – Boston 
11/16/2005 

 
It is important to note that Edmonton homebuilders tended to have a more sophisticated view of cost 
which included variable relative to labour costs, construction time, capital investment and production 
volumes.  One of the builders in particular stated that he would be willing to pay an extra 5 to 10% for his 
walls if it allows his company to build more houses on a yearly basis. He stated that building a house 
takes approximately 30 days yet the average house takes 4 to 6 months to be delivered.  Gains in 
efficiency were closely associated to prefabricated walls.  
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Builders from different focus groups (Montreal and Boston) raised the point that, in order to reap the 
benefits associated with prefabricated walls, a homebuilder would have to make a commitment, i.e. 
switch completely, to prefabricated components (Section 6.12 - Perceived Advantages and Disadvantages 
of Prefabricated Walls).  Montreal homebuilders were interested in having access to a costing tool that 
would allow them to know their profit margins on given projects. 
 
Some homebuilders said they used prefabricated walls on rare occasions when they needed to increase 
their production capacity to meet increases in demand.  It is surprising to see that this practice was not 
mentioned more frequently given the recent housing boom.  
 
6.2 Suppliers and Logistics 
All focus groups highlighted logistics problems associated with prefabricated walls suppliers and building 
material suppliers in general. The main problem mentioned was late deliveries creating additional costs 
for homebuilders.  
 

‘From what I understand, there is a serious management problem with prefab. The houses are never ready 
on time.’ – Quebec City 10/17/2005 

 
Small homebuilders were observed as not being used to planning much in advance.  Point in fact, several 
focus group participants said they prefer to stick-frame when they are ready to start working as they feel 
more in control working this way.  
 

‘Having to plan 1½ -2 months ahead of time. Plus a lot of time it is spur of the moment. You slow down in one 
area; you pop a hole, pour concrete in and build a house. You have got to be pretty much organized. You 
have to be specific on what lengths you want, where the windows have to be, etc.  It is more time consuming. 
Sometimes, it is a lot easier to turnaround and stick frame’. – Hartford 12/06/2005 

 
Some builders also mentioned the difficulties related to getting detailed quotes, the absence of product 
support and the importance of coordinating the work of subcontractors.   
 

‘A company that will prove that they have eliminated all errors, are fast and have good prices will make a lot 
of homebuilders switch to prefab. However, for now, they are simply not reliable.’ – Quebec City 10/17/2005 
 
‘Homebuilders don’t have anything against the wall itself. It is everything else that is related to the wall!’ – 
Quebec City 10/17/2005 
 
‘They say that it is 22$/linear feet. They can’t do detailed quotes! They ask you for the details and when they 
get back to you it is closer to 27-28$/linear feet.’ – Quebec City 10/17/2005 

 
Other builders highlighted the lack of availability for panels.  It should however be noted that this 
perception may be a direct result of poor marketing efforts by prefabricated wall manufacturers and 
distributors. 

 
‘I am not aware of somebody selling just panels.  You guys [referring to a modular home 
manufacturer/builder] are selling complete packages so availability has been an issue.  Flexibility, when 
you’re framing on your own, you don’t have any problems with accuracy and delivery’. – Moncton 12/20/2005 

 
Most focus group participants interviewed cited their preference to deal with one supplier having the 
potential to provide a wide range of products at good prices.  Lead times did not seem to be a major issue 
for most participants. Installation was the service that was most often mentioned when dealing with 
prefabricated walls.  Unfortunately, that service was noted as being rarely available.  
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While most homebuilders favoured dealing directly with component manufacturers (e.g.: Quebec City 
and Montreal), some had to resort to pro-dealers for legal reasons (e.g.: Toronto).  Supply practices of 
American homebuilders differed from those of their Canadian counterparts.  For instance, Boston 
participants sourced most of their materials from lumberyards while Phoenix participants relied mostly on 
subcontractors.  It is interesting to note that some homebuilders from the Phoenix area felt uncomfortable 
about outsourcing the purchase of building materials to subcontractors (as well as outsourcing labour to a 
certain extent) since it involved ‘losing control’ on the quality of the delivered product. 
 
Many of the small homebuilders interviewed said that they attribute a lot of importance to the service 
provided by their suppliers.  They appreciate the fact that a supplier can help when difficulties arise.  It 
was also noted that slightly larger builders, give more importance to price when choosing which supplier 
to buy from.  These builders will often draft a material list and ask a number of suppliers (generally three) 
to bid on the list in order to get competitive pricing.  Hence, service is less important for larger builders 
who tend to benefit from more organizational/internal resources.  
 
6.3 Labour and Union Issues 
Aside from those companies with their own framing crews, all homebuilders confessed their trouble 
finding framers and tradesmen familiar with prefabricated walls.  As noted by the homebuilders 
interviewed, most framers are not interested in learning how to work with new products.  This situation 
can partly be explained by the fact that a majority of framers are nearing in on retirement and do not see 
any advantages to learning new techniques given the favourable market conditions.   

 
‘They say you can’t teach an old dog new tricks. The old guys don’t want to get involved with the new stuff.’ – 
Toronto 10/20/2005 
 
‘Labour is a big issue. If you can’t get anybody to do it, well, you can’t do it!’ – Phoenix 11/09/2005 

 
The perceived resistance from the framers and other subcontractors manifested itself in many ways; one 
of them being pricing estimates that are roughly equivalent to stick-framing.  This practice eliminates the 
cost advantage theoretically associated with prefabricated walls.  Yet, some of the homebuilders (usually 
the larger ones) saw benefits in terms of the time spent onsite.  Gains in efficiency were also noted as 
improving over time too.  
 

‘You need to make sure the cost savings are there before you go from stick builder to panelized house. You 
need to know that the cost savings will make the difference. You’ve got to make sure that everybody that 
works on the house is going to pass those savings on to you’. - Boston 11/16/2005 

 
The problem that I found with ICF [Insulated Concrete Forms] was the trade contractors. They would see 
something different and the price would be [much higher]. Every time I brought something different to the 
table they would say: ‘Well, how am I going to do that?’ All of a sudden what you saved dissipated in the 
other trades. Everybody wants more money, so what did you gain?’ – Phoenix 11/09/2005 

 
In addition to this, some homebuilders were afraid that their tradesmen would leave the jobsite before 
they were finished resulting in them having to find someone else to complete the work.  
 

‘For a builder building 20-30 homes, if your framer walks out right now, there are framers out there that we 
can draw from our networks, past experiences, etc. With prefab, if our guy leaves you, you don’t have anyone 
to turn to. That’s big’. – Edmonton 11/07/2005 
 

It is interesting to note that Montreal and Hartford homebuilders saw prefabricated walls as a way to 
control the quality of the work being done.  The labour shortage currently plaguing the homebuilding 
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industry does not allow subcontractors to be selective when hiring employees.  Hence, labour is a factor 
which simultaneously limits the adoption of prefabricated building systems while having the potential to 
support increased adoption.   
 

‘The biggest problem right now is labour. Labour is really starting to be a killer. It is cost and quality’. – 
Hartford 12/06/2005 

 

 
Figure 15. Road-side Framing Ad in Edmonton 

 
6.4 Customization and Flexibility 
Most homebuilders interviewed were small custom homebuilders targeting high-end homebuyers.  
Customization was perceived by many as one of the reasons justifying the high asking prices associated 
with their products and as a service component.  It is interesting to note that many homebuilders 
mentioned that they had trouble dealing with their clients’ last minute design changes.  Hence, 
homebuilders generally perceived customization as being both an asset and a burden.  More changes to 
the plan means more potential for miscommunication, conflicts and even lawsuits.  
 

‘I think we allow way more changes that we want to and there are a million reasons for this. Number one is 
trying to have a happy customer. Customizing is complicated’. – Calgary 11/08/2005 
 
‘I think we have to have the customer accept less flexibility’. – Calgary 11/08/2005 
 
‘The more opportunities you give the customer to change, the more delays there will be [and] the more pain 
for the contractor.  So, if you take that window of opportunity away, the less pain [there will be]’. – Moncton 
12/20/2005 

 
Prefabricated walls were generally seen as a limiting factor in customization and, thus, a product 
requiring a movement away from their current market segment.  A lot of this can be attributed to 
perception issues, i.e. builder perceptions and builder perceptions of consumer perceptions. 
 

‘It’s a trade off. If you are going to build a custom home with panels, that customer has to go through every 
room understanding that a lot of these things cannot be changed.  We really have to do our homework up 
front. When you get into those large tract developments, they just don’t let them change’. – Hartford 
12/06/2005 
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Most focus groups indicated that prefabricated walls were well suited to multi-family buildings or other 
repetitive projects which allowed homebuilders to recuperate profit losses associated with the initial 
stages of the learning curve.  Homebuilders were generally concerned about the fact that prefabricated 
walls did not allow for errors (6.15 - Technical Issues). 
 
6.5 Marketing  
Marketing may have been the most recurrent issue along with customization throughout the focus group 
discussions.  Based on these discussions, it appears that prefabricated walls are simply not marketed to 
homebuilders and homebuyers.  Consequently, homebuilders are not fully aware of the advantages of the 
product and do not know how to sell it to customers.  In terms of trying to sell the idea of prefabricated 
wall components to homebuyers, a certain number of builders drew attention to the fact that many 
homebuyers are not interested in the technical aspects of homebuilding. Therefore, they would appreciate 
pointers on what to focus on when meeting potential homebuyers.  One interesting point made, in terms 
of marketing prefabricated wall panels to homebuyers, was that, from a sales standpoint, homebuyers 
appreciated clean jobsites.  Yet, given the fact that builders often think of prefabricated walls as 
inexpensive low-quality products, it is unlikely that they themselves will be able to sell them to 
consumers. 

 
‘I don’t see much marketing about it. I’ve been sent hundreds of brochures, but I’ve never been sent one on 
wall panels. I’ve never been asked for it by customers except for the fact that they don’t want it!’ – Toronto 
10/20/2005 

 
‘I think prefabricated walls should be sold at two levels: to the homebuyers and to the developers. They will 
not be sensible to the same arguments. […] We have to tell the homebuyers that prefabricated walls are 
good products; that they are not what they thought they were. We have to tell the developers that 
prefabricated walls can help them save time and money.’ - Montreal 10/19/2005 
 
‘Structurally speaking, most people I’ve dealt with don’t care. As long as it’s a good strong building, meets 
code and is structurally sound. I don’t think I could sell on the basis of a panel’. – Phoenix 11/09/2005 

 
Some Quebec City builders believed that the strong sales power which characterizes the prefabricated 
home industry is one of the main factors driving demand for this product.  Quebec’s prefabricated 
building industry is relies to a large extent on paid television ads and experienced salesmen.  These 
marketing tools seem to have had an impact on homebuyers’ perception.  Homebuilders are being asked 
more and more about modular homes.  Some thought company representatives were inflating benefits 
beyond reason.  
 
Many homebuilders raised the negative connotations associated with the term ‘prefabricated’ and 
suggested that a new terminology should be coined.  Someone made a comment regarding other 
prefabricated products which avoided the term ‘prefabricated’.  Engineered or panelized systems are 
examples of more appropriate names identified by focus group participants.  

 
‘People don’t like the name prefab, well you change it to something else! Engineered walls. Panelized system 
doesn’t sound so bad. Prefab panels sounds absolutely [terrible]. We are telling people we’re doing a post-
tension slab with engineered trusses, etc. Prefab is a mobile home [in the homebuyers’ minds]’. – Phoenix 
11/09/2005 

 
New marketing approaches for prefabricated walls were recommended by some focus group participants.  
With the popularity surge of home improvement shows, television was envisioned as a suitable medium 
to increase exposure and familiarity to prefabricated walls. Additionally, due to a heightened labour 
shortage forecasted for the near future, one participant suggested that unions be targeted as they can be 
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very influential on product adoption. This was especially true for Quebec and Ontario.  Another approach 
identified was to position prefabricated walls as a delivery system rather than a product or commodity.  
 

‘[…] what if you approached the carpenters’ union and did a sales pitch. Get their people interested and 
trained. If their prediction is that there won’t be enough carpenters in 5 to 10 years, they might think about it.’ 
– Toronto 10/20/2005 
 
‘[…] so [prefabrication] is a delivery system for wood frame construction. So it’s not just making a panel and 
hoping that people are going to come by and pick them up!’. – Edmonton 11/07/2005 

 
One of the few homebuilders using exclusively modular and panelized houses was able to grow his 
business by developing effective marketing strategies (e.g.: lunchtime seminars).  He was able to identify 
and promote advantages of prefabrication which were appealing to prospective homebuyers. 
 

‘Part of our sales pitch is that there won’t be change orders, price creeps, etc. ; there won’t be any surprises. 
Our customers appreciate the fact that they know exactly what they’re going to pay. They approve the 
drawings before it goes into production. Once they are into that mindset, it makes our job much easier. We 
don’t even let them into the building before it’s all buttoned up’. - Boston 11/16/2005 

 
Overall, the majority of focus group participants concurred that much work remains to be done vis-à-vis 
marketing prefabricated walls.  This very aspect of business planning, as suggested by some participants, 
may hold the key to the industry’s expansion.  Many homebuilders believed the time was ripe to target 
younger generations with new and improved walls entering the market.  Marketing based on 
environmental issues (e.g.: green/energy efficient/environmentally friendly homes) was one of the 
promising opportunities often mentioned (Section 6.11 - Green Building and Energy Efficiency). 
 
6.6 Familiarity with the Building Technique 
Most homebuilders active in the focus group discussion were not familiar with prefabricated walls; this 
may be a result of poor marketing (as pointed out by some participants).  Given this lack of familiarity, 
particularly regarding the technical aspects of the product, a large majority favoured having a 
prefabricated wall supplier providing homebuilders with installation.  This would also help combat the 
framers lack of familiarity with and (in some instances) resistance to prefabricated wall use. Calgary, 
Montreal and Quebec City builders showed interest for on-the-job training. 
 

‘It did not fit. They were assuming different connecting points/techniques that our framers were not aware of. 
So, education that could go between the wall manufacturers and the assembly [is needed]. So, when the 
package shows up, they are thinking along the same lines’. – Calgary 11/08/2005 

 
Training and general education on wall panel benefits, appropriate uses and installation would certainly 
have an impact on the pricing estimates made by subcontractors.  Participants also expressed interest in 
the availability of product support since homebuilders and subcontractors are often at the mercy of the 
people who worked on the house before them (e.g.: plumber having to deal with floor trusses installed 
upside down).  Coordination of work between subcontractors is of utmost importance.  
 

‘I think anybody in this room would use [prefab walls] if it was sold to us under the right circumstances. I think 
unfamiliarity with how that product would help you is really important. And again, we are not used to planning 
things out that much. We want to start building and decide how we finish it after we get going’. – Hartford 
12/06/2005 

 
The level of knowledge possessed by building inspectors and architects was often questioned by focus 
group participants (Section 6.10 - Resistance from Key Specifiers).  Many believed this situation affected 
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the industry negatively.  Montreal homebuilders were interested in knowing more about the specifications 
of prefabricated walls.  

 
I think that when you are introducing a system, you need to educate the architect as to what is feasible with 
that system. If you are trying to do Tuscan architecture with a SIP, we are talking about a 2 000 or 3 000 
years old design concept with technology that we have today using waste material and things like that. You 
have to give designers parameters even though they may not like that’. – Phoenix 11/09/2005 

 
6.7 Capital Investment 
Saving on capital as a result of using prefabricated walls was mostly noted by focus group participants in 
Edmonton (Alberta).  Throughout the discussion and debate, Edmonton homebuilders emphasized the 
potential financial flexibility brought by prefabricated walls as a result of shortened construction time.  As 
a result, homebuilders could possibly afford to build a greater number of houses in a given year.  It was 
also noted that some homebuilders could begin playing more of a ‘developer role’ by acquiring more 
property with their limited capital.   
 

‘If a builder has one basic thing that drives him it is capital and we have to roll it. If we have the same amount 
to build houses, but roll our capital four times instead of one and a half times, we’d be better off. But if we 
spend more, then we have to make more on the house to make it worth our while’. – Edmonton 11/07/2005 

 
‘If I don’t have to invest my capital for 6-7 months building a house. If I know my panels are coming on such 
and such a date, my trusses are coming on such and such a date, etc. […] If I can turnaround for 2 ½ months 
and tell my client that I won’t start for 2 ½ months, but, once I get started, it will go pretty quick, then my 
money is not invested all that much. What you got is pre-sold systems’. – Edmonton 11/07/2005 

 
The Hartford focus group highlighted the fact that shorter delivery times allowed homebuilders to ‘flip’, 
i.e. build a house without having to make a single payment for materials and labour.   
 

‘If you put a foundation in, and, a week later, the house shows up, and you set it on the foundation, by the 
time you make your first payment, the house could be sold. Whereas stick-frame, everybody knows it will 
take you about 3-4 months at least. So if you can turn a house quicker by doing a panelized or modular that 
is the name of the game!’ – Hartford 12/06/2005 
 
‘You want to flip a new house just like you want to flip a used house. If you can flip it before you have your 
money in it […] You buy a lot, you have your money tied up obviously. But, if you can flip before you have to 
pay your concrete, labour, etc. […], that is the way to make the most money’. – Hartford 12/06/2005 
 

Although this approach was not adopted by any of the builders, this financial benefit stirred up a lot of 
interest around the table.  As such, marketing this advantage of prefabricated walls to small homebuilders 
and developers may prove to be very attractive. 
 
6.8 Installation 
As it was mentioned before, finding labour to frame a house is difficult whether it is for stick-framed or 
panelized construction.  Most homebuilders were interested in having the walls installed by the 
manufacturer or the supplier for this reason.  One of the main perceived advantages of an installation 
package is that it avoids shared responsibility and reduces the potential for conflicts.  Another advantage 
of having installation provided by the supplier/manufacturer is that homebuilding companies do not have 
to incur financial losses ascribed to the learning curve. It is interesting to note that many homebuilders 
were concerned with the costs related to having a crane coming to the building site.   
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Figure 16 On-Site Crane Service for Prefabricated Wall Panels 

 
As alternative solutions to selling installation with the product as a package, Hartford builders suggested 
that wall manufacturers should facilitate product use by small homebuilders by having framing crews or 
crane services available for hire for small homebuilders.  The typical small homebuilders’ output does not 
provide them with a lot of leverage in light of the current labour drought.  
 

‘We’re not so big that we can keep these guys on the job forever, they have got to go somewhere else and if 
they get more money elsewhere, you are not going to get your house built!’ – Hartford 12/06/2005 

 
6.9 Delivery and Transportation 
The type of truck used to deliver prefabricated walls did not seem to matter much to those homebuilders 
participating in the discussions.  The main issues raised with respect to delivery and transportation were 
the state of the panels once they arrived at the jobsite and the location where they were delivered.  Most 
builders who pictured panels as being manhandled sections were interested in having panels delivered on 
the foundation/flooring/slab.  However, opinions were wide-ranging as to whether using panels 
necessarily entailed having to hire a crane.  Builders experienced with prefabricated walls raised the point 
that delivery trucks (whether roll-off or boom trucks) generally discharge panels on the side of the road 
leaving the rest of the work to the crane operator or framers.  The most important delivery concern for 
homebuilders was that the order needs to be made just-in-time in order to avoid having the panels become 
a nuisance or an obstacle at the construction site and/or be exposed to the weather.   
 
6.10 Resistance from Key Specifiers 
Different groups highlighted resistance to prefabricated wall panels from various key specifiers: 
homebuyers, framers and other trade workers, architects, building inspectors and code officials, 
developers and town planners.  Based upon homebuilder focus group discussions, the following sections 
depict such resistance.  
 
6.10.1. Homebuyers 
In almost every focus group discussion, homebuyers were the key specifiers most commonly mentioned.  
From a research perspective, this was surprising given FCC’s previous studies dealing with consumer 
perceptions of prefabricated building systems (Lavoie et al., 2005).  Yet, this may indicate that 
homebuilders have preconceived ideas about consumer perceptions.  Given the fact that the homebuilding 
industry is relatively risk averse, there is strong reason to believe that most homebuilders have not tried 
selling houses made from prefabricated walls.  Therefore, their expectations of consumer attitudes vis-à-
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vis prefabricated walls represent an obstacle to their use.  It is important to mention that homebuilders 
must first be sold to the idea of building with prefab walls before they sell them to prospective 
homebuyers.  

 
‘Prefab is not new. The fundamental problem is that you can’t change from what everybody else is doing 
without paying the price in the eyes of the consumer’. – Edmonton 11/07/2005 
 
‘Most customers, if you tell them you are building modular, they are not going to be interested’. - Boston 
11/16/2005 

 
It is interesting to draw attention to the fact that many homebuilders said their clients did not know a lot 
about construction in general.  Marketing prefabricated walls to homebuyers would certainly prompt 
homebuilders to use more prefabricated walls as there is reason to believe consumers would start asking 
for them.  Still, much marketing work specific to the consumers’ openness to new building products 
remains to be done.  
 
6.10.2. Framers and other trades people 
While labour shortages have become a Canadian pandemic, given the scope of focus group discussions, 
framers, or lack thereof, were identified as a source of resistance to prefabricated wall use.  The majority 
of focus group participants recognized that many framers are close to retirement; and, as such, most of 
them are not interested in learning how to work with new products.  Also noted, was the fact that this lack 
of interest manifests itself in pricing estimates which are generally done on a square foot/linear feet basis 
and disregard the amount of time spent onsite.  As such, these attitudes and practices affect the builders’ 
ability to benefit from the use of prefabricated walls.  
 

 ‘There was [resistance from framers] initially. But, right now, with framers being in premium, you’re still going 
to pay them as much as you would stick frame. It depends on whether they really want to do it’. – Calgary 
11/08/2005 
 

Some focus groups mentioned that wall panels could possibly be more trades friendly. See Section 6.3 - 
Labour and Union Issues for more information on framers and other trades people.  
 
6.10.3. Architects 
As perceived by those homebuilders participating in the focus group discussions, architects were noted as 
lacking the practical knowledge to make homebuilding plans easy-to-use from a homebuilder’s 
standpoint.  Most of the groups interviewed raised the fact that architectural drawings were not designed 
with the builders’ concerns in mind.  One homebuilder even went as far as to say that architects were 
hurting the homebuilding industry. 
 

‘Architects just don’t know how actual construction works. They can draw beautiful pictures, but they don’t 
have a clue how to translate that picture in real life. You go to architectural offices and there is no depth 
anymore. There are a couple of old-timers like me and a bunch of youngsters who know how to draw on 
AutoCAD and all those things’. – Edmonton 11/07/2005 

 
Homebuilders interviewed generally saw architects as artists who are immune to the cost implications of 
their drawings.  In fact, many homebuilders commented that they had to deal with homebuyers who could 
not afford the plans they had bought.  Phoenix homebuilders suggested that architects should be in closer 
relationship with homebuilders.  The former could be given drawing guidelines which respect the 
limitations of different building methods.  Conversely, homebuilders could make their operational 
constraints and needs better known to architects.  
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6.10.4. Building inspectors/code officials 
Although their knowledge of building construction was generally deemed to be weak, most homebuilders 
interviewed expressed little or no issues with code officials.  It was however mentioned that code officials 
are required to obtain an engineer’s letter/signature when using new products (i.e. anything that is not 
stick-built).  Prefabricated wall panels were generally easily accepted as long as they were not closed 
panels.  Certification was identified as the best way to get around this issue (Section 6.13 - Possible 
Innovations which includes a more in-depth discussion on certification). 
 

‘The thing with building inspectors is that they know the safety code and have a fair amount of authority. If 
they see something they haven’t seen before, you got to jump through a hoop. You have to get an engineers’ 
signature. We find the inspectors are difficult’. – Edmonton 11/07/2005 

 
One exception to this situation was noted.  Moncton homebuilders stated that local code officials made it 
difficult for them to use building techniques different from stick-framing.  That same resistance is not 
displayed when code officials are looking at panelized or modular homes since they are familiar with the 
manufacturing process for these products.  
 

‘Code officials don’t believe in the engineered stuff.  If you got regular rafters and regular 2x10s they won’t 
say nothing.  If you got engineered trusses and engineered systems, you have to bring them the [engineer’s] 
certificate.  So I don’t understand the philosophy of inspectors.  We’re using their stuff, but we still have to 
bring them their papers! […]  It should be end of argument as soon as something is stamped’. – Moncton 
12/20/2005 
 
‘The span tables put out by the CWC did not match the spans listed in the code, but, if you look at the front of 
the code, one is based on the other.  So I’ve had a couple of arguments with inspectors.  If you win one 
battle, you have lost the war’. – Moncton 12/20/2005 
 
‘When we start using something in Moncton, it has usually been around a long time in Canada. I am smart 
enough to know that and I am not a building inspector!  With engineered products, I’m surprised they want to 
argue it because once it is approved it puts them off the hook.  You only get that [attitude] in Moncton’. – 
Moncton 12/20/2005 
 

 
6.10.5. Other key specifiers 
The only other key specifiers noted through the focus group discussions providing resistance to 
prefabricated wall panel usage were developers and town planners.  Montreal homebuilders emphasized 
the importance of developers as key specifiers, while Edmonton homebuilders pointed the lack of 
consistency from town planners.  
 
6.11 Green Building and Energy Efficiency 
While green building and energy efficiency have become buzzwords throughout the homebuilding 
industry, homebuilders acknowledged that these two issues remain marginal trends within the industry.   
Interestingly, homebuilders noted that through their experiences, homebuyers generally prefer to spend 
their money on appearance products such as cabinets, flooring and countertops rather than investing in 
better insulation or environmentally-friendly products.  However, younger homebuyers and starter homes 
homeowners were recognized as market segments that appear to be more interested in energy efficient 
homes due to the long-term savings.  
 

‘On the production side, we sell a lot of energy efficient homes. Radiant roof barriers, blown-in walls, blue 
foam on the exterior, etc. We sold a lot of that stuff because, in our range, if someone can save 20-
30$/month in the long-run it makes a difference. But for someone buying a million dollar home, it does not 
mean a damn thing!’ – Phoenix 11/09/2005 
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Of noteworthy mention is the fact that those homebuilders who admitted using prefabricated walls (i.e. 
larger homebuilders from Phoenix and Calgary) were also those that were most interested in energy 
efficiency and used that argument as a selling point.  Calgary homebuilders indicated that energy 
efficiency rebates offered by the Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation (CMHC) were something 
that homebuyers were looking for.  Although, these rebates are available throughout Canada, the Calgary 
group was the only focus group in which this measure was highlighted. 
 
Green building was generally associated with two issues: a) the reduction of construction waste and b) the 
efficient use of lumber in the homebuilding industry.  Since most consumers were perceived as being 
poorly educated in homebuilding terms, some builders raised the point that houses made with 
prefabricated walls would benefit from being marketed as green homes. 
 

‘Consumers don’t know the difference [between prefabricated and onsite] yet. The houses would have to be 
sold as «environmentally-friendly» houses. Less waste, better use of lumber [engineered products], less 
trees felled, etc.’ – Montreal 10/19/2005 

 
6.12 Perceived Advantages and Disadvantages of Prefabricated Walls 
Despite the fact that most builders interviewed stated that they did not use prefabricated walls, many of 
them made good arguments regarding why it would be beneficial to use them.  One of the advantages that 
were most cited was the speed of delivery.  This advantage was further discussed as a means to save time 
and labour costs.  Most of the focus groups acknowledged that prefabricated walls would allow them to 
deliver houses faster.  Yet, a disadvantage recognized by most homebuilders was a perceived risk of 
encountering problems related to on time delivery or fitting of the panels on foundations.  It was often 
admitted that this perceived risk was reason enough to keep away from trying wall panels.  To remedy 
this, one homebuilder said it would be more profitable to have houses completely prefabricated by a 
company rather than having the walls delivered from a manufacturing facility offsite.  Based upon the 
discussions, it is clear that homebuilders in general need more support from product manufacturers and 
distributors.  
 
Homebuilders also reported that the use of prefabricated wall panels could potentially reduce the risk of 
onsite theft.  Although this benefited the homebuilders directly in terms of their building supply costs, 
reducing onsite theft had no bearing with respect to insurance as most builders admitted to never using the 
theft clauses in their insurance policies fearing that their premiums will be raised or, worse, that they will 
not be able to find a company willing to offer insurance (Section 6.14 - Insurance discusses additional 
insurance issues).  
 

‘On the plus side, there is less chance to have your materials stolen (when you build with components). I 
don’t know what’s going on this year; I think there are a lot of beavers out there!’ – Quebec City 10/17/2005 

 
Homebuilders interviewed were also interested in reducing the amount of material wasted onsite as they 
result in costs in terms of waste haulage.  Of note, homebuilders also commented on their reluctance to 
leave building materials exposed to the weather.  The use of prefabricated walls was interesting in that 
respect.  
 
While some Quebec City homebuilders stated that prefabricated walls were not suited to their needs, they 
did say that prefabricated wall panels may well address the needs of those homebuyers located in distant 
regions and DIY builders.   
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Controlling the price of lumber was considered to be one of the advantages of prefabricated walls by the 
Toronto focus group.  Other focus groups did not think buying prefabricated walls was beneficial in terms 
of price volatility.  
 

‘The problem when doing this (calculating our price by linear feet without regards to the complexity) with 
three suppliers is the price variation. With our houses, it is possible to buy lumber in March and freeze the 
price of lumber. If the price goes up, it is perfect. If it goes down, so what? Your houses are sold and your 
profits are secured.’ – Quebec City 10/17/2005 

 
Safety, environmental issues, material quality and insurance issues were also identified as being factors 
likely to lead to an increased market acceptance of prefabricated wall panels.   
 

‘I-joists came into acceptance because of problems that were coming up in the marketplace with dimensional 
lumber. Some were asking you to submit sheer test results because the old growth had tighter growth rings. 
The newer growth wasn’t as strong. Those things helped to make I-joists gain more acceptance. With 
prefabrication, I think there are things on the market that could drive it like labour, safety, cost/turns on your 
money and ‘Can you do it with less material? Let’s save trees!’. – Edmonton 11/07/2005 

 
While there were perceived advantages of prefabricated wall panels discussed throughout the focus group 
discussion, perceived disadvantages of these types of walls appeared to outweigh the perceived 
advantages.  This could in part be explained by the conservative attitude of the industry.  Overall, the 
homebuilding industry is well known for its low investment in research and development as well as its 
low adoption rate of innovations.5  Builders tend to be conservative and many of those participating in 
focus groups identified this point as a major hurdle to the adoption of prefabricated walls.  To this point, 
most of them agreed that they needed to commit to only one building technique otherwise the logistics 
and coordination of building gets too complicated.  It remains the case that some individuals were sold to 
prefabrication, most were not.  
 

‘I think it is like anything. If you are going to do panels/modular, you have to commit to doing panels/modular. 
You have got to build the same relationship with the factory that you guys have with the lumberyards. The 
insurance company has to understand what you are doing and get some benefits out of that. Your whole 
office process has to fit that. You’re either in it or you’re not!’ - Boston 11/16/2005 
 

Some homebuilders said building with prefabricated walls made them feel as though they were losing 
control on their production.  
 

‘I don’t know. Being born and bred as a stick-builder, I did not feel like we built a house’. – Boston 11/16/2005 
 
It is interesting to note that although most focus group participants labelled themselves as being 
conservative by nature, most admitted they have adopted computer technologies over the last decade.  
This may highlight a difference between incremental and breakthrough innovations.  While the former 
consist in refinements or improvements to existing technologies, the latter allude to completely new ways 
of thinking and doing. Prefabricated walls seem to represent a significant departure from the traditional 
building process.   
 
It is paradoxical that homebuilders were in favour of the perceived advantage of short delivery times 
associated with prefabricated walls, but that, because the house is framed very fast, both homebuilders 
and homebuyers negatively perceived the method as a cheap building method.  Toronto and Quebec City 

                                                      
5 http://www.cst.gouv.qc.ca/ftp/CSTBatirInnover.pdf 
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builders in particular pointed to a ripple effect explaining the fact that larger builders generally not using 
prefabricated walls may be an indication of inferior product quality.  
 

‘Prefab is not new. The fundamental problem is that you can’t change from what everybody else is doing 
without paying the price in the eyes of the consumer’. – Edmonton 11/07/2005 

 
‘It’s easy to sell me a product, but you have to sell that product itself first. Most people are under the 
impression that they want douglas fir, plywood, etc. When somebody comes into a house and sees these 
new products, they think the builder or framer is trying to get away cheap’. – Hartford 12/06/2005 
 
‘By and large, people don’t want to see me making more money than I make already. So, by marketing 
prefab walls, I don’t think it helps me. I think it hurts me’. – Phoenix 11/09/2005 

 
Many homebuilders also believed that homebuyers would never accept anything less than a custom home 
for the price paid.  According to this discussion, not only do consumers expect to be able to make changes 
to a house ‘on the fly’, but they also assume that the level of craftsmanship/value attained through stick-
building cannot be matched by factory workers manufacturing wall panels.  
 

‘This is why I don’t go into modular. I feel the main issue is the value of the land. If you buy a lot for 300K$, 
you expect a house of 900K$. You can’t put up a modular house and get your money back. It has to be a 
custom built home’. - Boston 11/16/2005 

 
While there may be reasons to agree with these affirmations from a common sense point of view, it seems 
as though the benefits of prefabrication have not been bought by homebuilders nor have they been 
marketed to homebuyers.  Several builders stated that homebuyers do not care about which building 
technique or materials are used to build their house.  Part of this can be explained by a lack of 
interest/knowledge on the homebuyers’ part.  Hence, it would seem that these buyers are not completely 
closed to buying prefabricated walls should they be properly sold to them.  It remains the case that the 
industry’s lack of marketing efforts has manifested itself in many (negative) ways. 
 
Additional perceived disadvantages of prefabricated walls, namely installation, labour, and costs have 
already been discussed in previous sections of this report. 
 

 

6.13 Possible Innovations  
While many homebuilders raised the obstacles limiting the use of prefabricated wall panels in their 
construction, it was encouraging to see that many gave thought to using panels whether it was prior or 
during the focus group.  Throughout the discussions, possible improvements to increase panel use were 
frequently suggested.  These innovations and suggestions are discussed in further detail below.  
 
6.13.1. Product innovations 
The primary drawback cited by many small and medium sized homebuilders to using panels was the lack 
of flexibility.  Hence, many homebuilders were interested in the possibility of using panels that could be 
modified to fit onsite demands and constraints and/or customization needs expressed by homebuyers. It 
should be noted that most focus group participants understood the implications of tampering with a 
finished product from the point of view of building inspectors, manufacturers, etc.  
 
Building from comments made regarding resistance to using wall panels by trade workers, some builders 
suggested that panels could be made more trades-friendly.  Although difficult to imagine how that could 
be achieved, this indicates a need for more education on how to work with the product. 
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Toronto homebuilders were perhaps the most imaginative group in terms of potential innovations.  
Throughout the discussions, the thought of using less lumber per panel was considered.  One participant 
pointed to a new trend in the homebuilding industry called ‘smart-framing’.  This trend rests on the 
assumption that North American homebuilders have a tendency to ‘over frame’.  Using less lumber would 
contribute to lower production costs, lighter panels and easier installation amongst other things.  
 
6.13.2. Installation/transportation 
Many homebuilders showed interest in panels that could be easily handled by framing crews onsite.  
Possible ways to achieve this objective would be smaller panels (2 to 4 feet wide) or panels that have a 
lighter weight (approximately 150 lbs).  Average prefabricated panel dimensions are currently 8’ x 8’ 
with an average weight of 225 lbs.  
 
6.13.3. Product usage 
Many homebuilders discussed the possibility of using a combination of building techniques in a 
complementary fashion.  Specifically, these builders were interested in having the ability to use 
prefabricated panels for those walls without openings while framing the remaining parts using regular 
building products (e.g.: dimension lumber).  This may indicate a need for panels that are more 
standardized.  Additionally, this approach to construction would allow homebuilders to benefit from the 
perceived advantages of prefabrication without giving up those brought by stick-building.  However, 
some participants feared that this approach may involve the creation of a new trade, and consequently the 
possibility of a new (and feared) cost.   
 
6.13.4. Certification 
Montreal and Toronto homebuilders showed interested for certified panels that would eliminate the need 
to obtain letters of approval from engineers.  This approach would surely be welcomed by building code 
inspectors although, for the most part, they do not seem to be bothered by the use of prefabricated walls.   
 
6.13.5. Product support 
Product familiarity was a top issue raised during the focus groups.  Some homebuilders were interested in 
getting more product support from prefabricated wall manufacturers.  The most interesting suggestions 
were to have a costing tool and a computer program that allowed for simulation.  The former would 
permit homebuilders to know their costs, and give them the ability to quote firm prices to prospective 
homebuyers.  The latter would allow homebuyers to see what their house would look like thus potentially 
reducing the need for customization once plans have been approved.  Furthermore, computer 
demonstrations also help create more comfort in people as they exude an engineered feel (to the product). 
 
6.14 Insurance 
Based upon focus group discussions, it was quickly recognized that insurance costs vary significantly 
from region to region.  In general, homebuilders feel they pay too much for insurance.  This is especially 
true given that most of them do not claim any material theft even though they sometimes represent 
substantial amounts and the fact that some markets (e.g.: Central Canada) have not yet been affected by 
mould-related claims.   
 
Panelized construction was generally seen as a positive in terms of insurance.  Homebuilders believed that 
the reduction of time spent onsite and reduced likeliness of accidents are the main reasons explaining the 
perceived benefits from an insurance point of view.  One Edmonton homebuilder saw insurance as one of 
the main drivers to increased prefabricated wall use.  
 

Safety is so important, but our industry is bad at that! [With prefab] the safety problems are offsite’. – 
Edmonton 11/07/2005 
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A Hartford homebuilder gave a particularly insightful comment on how he was able to lower his liability 
insurance in instances where subcontractors are involved; as subcontractors were asked to separate billing 
into material and labour.  Based on this homebuilder’s experience (see comment below) the prefabricated 
wall sector could benefit from insurance companies being more informed on the advantages of wall 
panels.  
 

‘The only thing I can think of where panelized would be a cheaper alternative is when we hire subcontractors 
we pay so many dollars per 1 000$ of subcontractors on our liability.  What we’ve recently done is we break 
down all subcontractor bills into material and labour because you don’t pay that on materials. So, if I hire an 
electrician for 20 000$, when he writes his bill to me, it’s 10 000$ labour and 10 000$ materials. It is just like I 
bought that material from [company X]. I don’t pay additional liability on that material. So if I’m buying panels, 
all the labour that went into the panels, I’m not paying any of that because it is a material cost versus a labour 
cost’. – Hartford 12/06/2005 

 
Taking regional differences in to account, building with lumber was noted as having a big impact on 
insurance premiums in the Phoenix area.  This situation can be attributed to problems with termites; and, 
as such, homebuilders who build with wood are perceived as having additional exposure from the 
insurance companies’ standpoint.  The same can be said for builders working in the multi-family sector.   
 
6.15 Technical Issues 
Some of the homebuilders who tried prefabricated walls and cited that they had experienced technical 
problems.  Issues most frequently mentioned involved foundations and fitting.  The fact that prefabricated 
walls are made in a factory setting and are perfectly square can cause alteration problems.  
 

‘Fitting is the key. If your foundation is off by half an inch, all of a sudden your savings are gone because 
everybody is sitting around and saying: ‘What are we going to do?’ That’s the problem: your foundation will 
never be 100% [square] and your walls are being made in a factory!’ – Phoenix 11/09/2005 
 
‘We’ve done just a couple [of houses using prefab panels]. The problem is if the foundation is off even just a 
little bit […], the carpenter has a big problem trying to cut that stuff through. When you’re doing a jigsaw 
puzzle, it has to be exact, you can’t just cheat. That’s when the carpenters get frustrated. They’ve got this 
panel and now what do I do?’ – Toronto 10/20/2005 

 
The uncertainty associated with foundations being off level was recognized as one of the main issue of 
concern for homebuilders.  Insulated concrete forms (ICF) may represent a solution to this problem; this 
product could also be integrated into energy-efficient home packages.  In addition to ICF, some 
homebuilders interviewed were interested in working with foundations made from alternative materials 
(e.g.: lumber).  
 
Certification and standardization were identified as ways to deal with installation issues (e.g.: fitting) and 
building code inspectors.  However, many homebuilders pointed to the difficulty of achieving such 
standardization considering the importance attributed to customization.  
 
Interestingly, Edmonton homebuilders compared the limited market acceptance of prefabricated walls to 
that of I-joists.  When first introduced in the market, material quality was seen as the main factor driving 
I-joists’ growth in the market.  Similarly, prefabricated walls were perceived as having similar potential. 
Nonetheless, it is important to note that material quality was not identified as the most influential factor 
on product growth for prefabricated wall panels.  
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6.16 Change in Demand 
Most focus groups highlighted perceived changes in housing demand.  One of the most striking 
differences noted was the gap in consumer education.  On the one hand, homebuilders discussed the fact 
that most consumers do not know anything about homebuilding.  To this point, many homebuyers 
concern themselves with the visual (interior) aspects of homebuilding such as flooring, cabinets, 
bathrooms, etc.  Yet, on the other hand, some focus group participants (particularly in the Hartford and 
Edmonton groups) insisted on the fact that homebuyers were increasingly educating themselves via the 
internet and expected homebuilders to be able to accommodate their desired specifications.  
 

‘My daughter, 23 years old, she doesn’t know the difference between a modular and a spaceship!’ - Boston 
11/16/2005 
 
When [company X] tried their system, they got into the technical side which the average consumer does not 
really want to hear about. Most people are interested in what the kitchen will look like; the sizzle stuff’. – 
Edmonton 11/07/2005 

 
I had one client come in and they were very educated in the homebuilding sense. They had a 1 ½ inch binder 
filled with specifics; everything was printed off the internet. ‘I want this furnace’. ‘Do this’. There is a wealth of 
information and everyone buying a house now goes to company X, company Y, company Z, etc. The prices 
are on it, the floor plans are on it, etc. So when people come in, they say: ‘I want a staircase like this’. So, if 
you push prefab, it could work’. – Edmonton 11/07/2005 

 
Differences also characterized consumer buying patterns. Traditionally, the purchase of a home was 
considered to be the biggest investment in a homebuyer’s lifetime.  However, a sizeable proportion 
today’s homebuyers, as recognized by homebuilders interviewed during the focus groups, purchase a 
home knowing that they will likely purchase a trade-up home within the following three to five years.  It 
was strongly acknowledged that consumers are buying houses with resale value in mind.  Montreal and 
Phoenix homebuilders were those that emphasized this point most strongly.  
 

‘I think [I would be interested] if there was a component system that you could buy pieces from like LEGO. 
I’ve used company X’s rim ply, and it’s an insulated panel as well, it was nothing big for the framers to learn 
to do. The thickness is all you needed to know. For 700$, the [homebuyers] were willing to pay a little extra 
for it. There would have to be a cost-benefit to it in three years since people in Calgary move every 5 years or 
so. So if it’s not going to save them money in 3-5 years, I don’t think they will do it’. – Calgary 11/08/2005 

 
It should be mentioned that most of the consumers discussed by homebuilders were interested in having a 
customized home that suited their personal needs.  
 
 

7. Discussion  
 
To support a roadmap for increased market penetration of prefabricated wall panels, focus groups were 
conducted with small homebuilders to provide a better understanding of the factors currently prompting 
resistance towards prefabricated building systems by these specifiers.  Through these nine focus group 
discussions held in Canada and the US, five major barriers were identified as limiting the use of 
prefabricated wall panels in residential construction: 
 

1. Overall lack of familiarity with prefabricated wall panel products.  This lack of familiarity 
includes a range of issues ranging from education to the negative perceptions held both by 
homebuilders and homebuyers.  As a result, homebuilders appear to have preconceived notions 
about costs, uses, technical requirements, and benefits.   
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2. Trade labour issues extending from shortages of skilled workers to their attitudes toward 
adapting new products/systems.   

3. Prefabricated wall panels are perceived to cost more than conventional stick framed walls. 
4. Technical issues associated with the installation of wall panels.  The main issues mentioned here 

were fitting and flexibility (i.e., onsite customization).   
5. The construction industry overall appears to have a conservative attitude that hinders the 

adoption of new products and technology.   
 
These five barriers are explored in further detail in the table below; and possible solutions to each of these 
barriers are also listed. 
 

Interpretation Discussion 
 Issues / Concerns Reported Possible Solutions 

1.  Lack of Familiarity 
Education Many homebuilders admitted to not 

knowing enough about prefabricated wall 
panels in order to feel comfortable enough 
to not only use them, but to also sell them 
to prospective homebuyers. 

Successful transformation of a 
prefabricated wall panel market will 
ultimately require familiarity with the 
product.   Extension and marketing 
strategies (i.e., promotional literature, 
information workshops, websites, etc) 
should be developed by prefabricated wall 
panel stakeholders (including 
manufacturers and associations) to 
educate and promote the use of wall 
panels in an effort to positively distinguish 
the product from walls built onsite. 

Negative Perceptions Overall, homebuilders felt that the term 
‘prefabricated’ carried negative overtones.  
For most, the term prefabricated was 
equivalent to HUD Code or mobile homes.    

It is possible that prefabricated wall panels 
may need to undergo a terminology 
transformation.    ‘Engineered walls’, as 
one example, could be marketed as an 
innovative delivery system that is an 
alternative to traditional construction. 
 
Terminology aside, technology transfer 
and extension activities will need to be 
undertaken to differentiate prefabricated 
wall panel products from walls built on-site.  
The marketing of prefabricated walls 
should emphasize the superior and 
controlled quality of its products.  
 
The marketing of prefabricated wall panels 
as part of a ‘green’ package to 
homeowners may be an aid in overcoming 
negative perceptions. 

2.  Labour  
Trade Shortages Finding skilled labour is an issue currently 

plaguing the homebuilding industry, 
particularly in light of recent housing booms.  
Given that many tradesmen are not trained 
in working with prefabricated wall panels, 
the fear among homebuilders is that if they 
lost trained prefabricated wall framers, they 
would have great difficulty finding 

The introduction of a prefabricated wall 
panel product to the homebuilding industry 
will require availability of product support.   
Product support in the form of installation 
packages provided by a prefab wall panel 
manufacturer (or distributor), for example, 
would ease current framing problems 
faced by homebuilders.  Packages could 
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Interpretation Discussion 
 Issues / Concerns Reported Possible Solutions 

replacement framers of equivalent training, 
or framers who would be willing to install 
prefabricated panels. 

Labour Training In light of housing booms across the 
country and labour shortages, homebuilders 
do not have the time to train their framing 
crews on how to use new products such as 
prefabricated wall panels.  

Resistance to Change The demographic profile of the construction 
industry indicates that many framers are 
close to retirement.  As such, many are not 
interested in learning how to work with new 
products, such as prefabricated wall panels.   
 
Additionally, there is a factor of pride felt by 
homebuilders who find gratification in 
building a structure by hand. 
Others increase their framing costs due to 
their lack of familiarity of a new product.   

include not only installation, but crane 
services as well.  A reasonably priced 
framing crew could also be made available 
to smaller homebuilders.  If marketed 
correctly, installation packages could 
simplify the construction process for 
builders by addressing issues such as 
labour scarcity, price volatility (to a certain 
extent), and high insurance costs.   

3.  Cost 
Initial Costs The initial higher costs attached to 

prefabricated wall panels were estimated to 
be 10-20% higher than stick-framed walls 
by homebuilders.   Without knowing the 
potential of the apparent quantitative 
savings that could be realized from using 
prefabricated wall panels, many 
homebuilders were only focused on the 
issue of upfront higher costs.    

To address this perception, case studies 
should be developed that offer quantitative 
cost comparisons of stick frame versus 
prefabricated wall panel construction 
methods.   Such could be done in 
conjunction with organizations such as the 
Canadian Wood Council. 
 
A costing tool to determine bottom line 
figures/profitability of prefabricated walls 
on a given project (or over a certain period 
of time) could also be designed to provide 
builders with accurate information on the 
financial benefits of these products.  

Installation Costs Additional installation costs attached to the 
price of prefabricated wall panels were also 
mentioned, most notably crane costs and 
their availability. 

Other Costs Other (opportunity) costs such as potential 
time delays associated with ordering panels 
and refitting/remanufacturing wrong panel 
configurations/dimensions were noted.  

The offering of installation packages by a 
wall panel manufacturer that would include 
warranties and (if necessary) crane 
equipment would eliminate the additional 
costs associated with planning and 
coordinating installation needs for builders. 
 

4.  Technical Issues 
Panel Fittings  Homebuilders raised the issue of perfectly 

square wall panels fitting with ‘out-of-
square’ concrete foundations 

Greater quality control measures on the 
job site will have to be undertaken by the 
homebuilder to ensure concrete 
foundations are in compliance with building 
drawings.  Specifiers such as building site 
inspectors could hold the responsibility of 
enforcing such quality control measures. 
 
Another possible avenue to address off-
square foundations is the collaboration 
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Interpretation Discussion 
 Issues / Concerns Reported Possible Solutions 

between industry associations to develop 
complimentary products (i.e., insulated 
concrete forms and pre-cast basements 
with wall panels).  Research could be done 
to test product combinations in order to 
develop a ‘best practices’ guide that could 
be used as a reference by homebuilders 
and homebuyers. 

Panel Flexibility Many homebuilders felt that the (perceived) 
inflexibility of prefabricated wall panels did 
not meet the needs of custom homes.  As a 
result, prefabricated wall panels were 
thought to be ideally suited to those 
buildings with repetition (i.e., multi-family 
dwellings). 

For customized homes there persists the 
image that “built by hand” by “craftsmen” is 
better.  The issue at hand is that houses 
can in fact be customized prior to 
construction, and modified (like any other 
wall) after construction.  However, even 
more to the point, the resulting framing of a 
house with prefab panels is so rapid that it 
minimizes the changes that can occur as a 
result of many walk-through evaluations by 
homebuyers.  Because panelized 
construction is simply a different 
technique, continued education, promotion 
and extension efforts need to be targeted 
to homebuilders. 
 
Research and development activities could 
result in the emergence of solutions to 
perceived on-site constraints and 
customization issues. 

5.  Industry Conservatism 
Resistance to Change 
 

Resistance to change appeared to be 
compounded by a number of excuses.  
Some builders did not want to deviate away 
from the traditional methods they have been 
practising for years.  Others did not want to 
disrupt their planning and coordination 
efforts, arguing that the process of advance 
planning for wall panels was not conducive 
to construction time frames 

Extension activities will be required to 
provide homebuilders with information and 
solutions that reduce their risk (i.e., 
installation packages, product support, and 
product education) and increase their 
comfort zone with using wall panels.    

 
 

8. Conclusions and Recommendations  
 
Over the past few years, a large number of studies have supported the value-added merits of prefabricated 
home systems versus on-site/stick-built construction practices.  These studies have included 
investigations into builder attitudes and perceptions of prefabricated building systems.  Yet, while 
prefabricated homebuilding technology offers great potential, such as reduced construction cycle time and 
improved framing quality, the majority of new houses in North America built by small ‘custom designed’ 
builders largely continue to be framed on-site using the conventional “stick-built” method.  Unlike this 
segment of builders, prefabricated systems appear to be more easily adopted by large and multi-home 
builders.  As such, the primary objective of this study was to identify the barriers to a wider acceptance of 
prefabricated construction systems by the smaller homebuilders in the industry through execution of focus 
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group discussions in Canada and the US.  Through this exercise, exploration into the limitations to 
prefabricated wall panel adoption in residential construction by homebuilders was isolated to five main 
barriers: 
 

1. Lack of familiarity with prefabricated wall panel products; 
2. Labour;  
3. Costs; 
4. Technical issues (associated with the installation of wall panels); and  
5. The conservative attitude of the construction industry.    

 
Having identified the key barriers limiting the adaptation of prefabricated wall panels in residential 
construction by homebuilders, future steps needed to increase market penetration of prefabricated wall 
panel components can be broken down into two primary activities: technology transfer and research and 
development. 
 

• Technology Transfer – to overcome the negative perceptions of prefabrication, and provide the 
homebuilding industry with relevant information that will impact their acceptance and adoption 
of prefabricated wall panel products. 

• Research and Development – to improve prefabricated panels by adding value through technical 
advancements in design and ease of use. 

 
Specific components for each of these next steps are further outlined in the table below: 
 

Technology Transfer Requirements Research and Development Requirements 
• Partnerships between various stakeholders in the 

construction industry (i.e., associations, research 
centres, construction councils, builders (small and 
large), big box stores, prefabricated component 
manufacturers). 

 
• Educational and promotional workshops/seminars 

that target homebuilders. 
 
• The development of case studies that present 

quantitative information demonstrating the benefits 
and cost savings of prefabricated wall panel 
adoption to homebuilders. 

 
• The addition of ‘hands-on-experience’ specific to 

prefabricated building components in post secondary 
curriculums (for framers).   

 
• Technical intelligence to prefabricated component 

manufacturers that allows them to successfully 
supply homebuilders with prefabricated wall panels.  
Components of this may include operational services 
such as installation packages and other service 
offerings.   

 
• To build credibility among homebuilders, a training 

and certification system for wall panel installers 
could be developed. 

• Development of panel configurations based on 
design values and not on prescriptive code 
requirements.  This would reduce panel costs 
through reduced wood usage. 

 
• Evaluation of panel configurations to maximize 

flexibility for custom projects. 
 
• Coordinated work with building trades to design 

added-value features for prefab panels   
 
• Installation standards for all types of wall panels.  

This becomes a greater issue as panel products 
become more advanced, and the connection needs 
of various panels differ. 

 
• The development of a best practices guide destined 

to homebuilders and DIY homebuyers. 
 
• Initiation of a certificate program specific to 

prefabricated wall panels and their installation.  
Such measures would certify quality at all levels 
while simplifying the inspection of new buildings 
and the homebuilder’s task of identifying qualified 
subcontractors. 

 
• The development of computer-based tools 

facilitating the use of prefabricated walls by 
homebuilders.  Tools could provide better 
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Technology Transfer Requirements Research and Development Requirements 
assessment visuals for costs and simulate plan 
modifications to deal with customization needs of 
homebuyers.   

 
• The development of panels that can be customized 

on-site.  
 
 
Development Opportunities 
One of the objectives of this report was to provide relevant development opportunities for prefabricated 
construction systems in Canada.  Operating under the assumption that a prefabricated wall 
manufacturer/supplier is aware of the main barriers of adaptation of panels by homebuilders, and steps 
have been taken to address these barriers, (as noted above) there is evidence to suggest that market 
penetration opportunities (that avoid customization and flexibility issues) are available. 
 
As a starting point, prefabricated wall panels could be promoted to those homebuilders constructing 
‘spec’ or production homes as well as multi-family homes.  Many of the spec homes constructed are 
completely framed (and sometimes completely finished) before the builder has secured a buyer.  As such, 
any customized changes to the framing package are eliminated.  For some builders, spec homes represent 
a large percentage of their total home construction, with many of their home designs reproducible.  Given 
the potential volumes and the fact that customization opportunities (in all probability) are removed from 
the framing phase of construction, prefabricated wall panels would be an ideal fit for spec/production 
home builders.   
 
As noted throughout the focus group discussions, builders overall felt the merits of prefabricated housing 
components through repetition.  Based upon the concerns expressed by homebuilders surrounding the 
inflexibility of wall panels to meet the needs of custom homes, it was often suggested that prefabricated 
wall panels be sold to multi-family homebuilders.  Unlike US markets, multi-family housing starts in 
Canada are of significant volumes when compared to single-family starts.  Given that the nature of multi-
family construction has repeating units, the use of prefab in this manner may gradually increase builder 
familiarity with panelized construction and result in their eventual use in custom homebuilding. 
 
While residential buildings such as multi-family dwellings concede to repetitive units, another 
opportunity that should not be overlooked is non residential buildings.  ‘Pref-friendly’ structures like 
hotels, for example, are akin to multi-family dwellings as these units are repeated multiple times 
throughout the entire building.  Granted, hotels may not be a practical endeavour for homebuilders, they 
may however offer an opportunity for various contractors.  Additionally, they may create a window of 
opportunity for framers by offering the exposure and experience with prefabricated building component 
utilization that could eventually filter through to new residential construction projects.  Moreover, given 
that non-residential construction consumes very small volumes of wood (in comparison to other wood 
using sectors such as new residential, repair and remodelling, and industrial), the use of prefabricated 
wood components may contribute to an increase in wood volumes used by this sector.   
 
In addition to looking outside the residential construction sector (i.e., non-residential sector) for market 
opportunities to the increased use of prefabricated building components, one additional strategy may be 
the creation of partnerships between component manufacturers/homebuilders and big box retailers.  Over 
recent years, the growth and importance of big box stores within the construction and repair and 
remodelling sectors has been phenomenal.  As a supplier to many contractors, it may be only a matter of 
time before these centres become fully integrated within the homebuilding sector, and possibly supply 
prefabricated housing components, or even more, prefabricated buildings.   
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Noting that the current use of prefabricated wall panels in the homebuilding marketplace is very limited, 
one must be conscious of the fact that adoption of this technology, particularly in light of the industry’s 
conservative attitudes towards new technologies and products, will take time.  However, by tapping into 
certain segments of the construction, the acceptance and adoption of prefabricated wall panels may move 
to a state where prefabricated wall panels are viewed as the product of choice within the construction 
industry.  Research and development efforts could eventually contribute to making prefabricated wall 
panels a distinguished product more apt to answering the needs of custom builders. 
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Discussion guide – English version 
 

1 
 

7:05 -7:15 
 

• Greetings: Before we start, I’m going to ask you to write down your first names. 
• The thing you are supposed to have all in common is that you are homebuilders. 
• Tonight, we’ll be discussing prefabricated components. We have been asked to get 

information about the obstacles to a wider acceptance of prefabricated 
components. It is an opportunity for you to share your opinions and experiences 
with prefab components in general although the questions will focus mainly on 
prefabricated walls and panels (as well as modules).  

• My role as a moderator is to get a discussion going about different aspects of 
prefab products, so that I can report back with a wide range of opinions from 
industry experts. Basically, I am here to make sure we answer the questions and 
that everybody has a chance to get involved in the discussion. 

• Our discussion will be recorded so that we can go back and listen to it if we missed 
or misunderstood some parts. 

• This is a confidential study so your names will not be used. 
• We are looking for individual opinions: no right or wrong – not expecting 

consensus. 
• Kindly ask to speak one at a time and try to avoid tapping on the table as it may 

affect the recording. Also, please turn your cell phone ringers off. Thank you. 

 

2 7:15 - 7:25 • To begin with, I would like you to introduce yourself and your company (in terms of 
production) as well as the last home/project you built (the one you are working on). O 

3 7:25 – 7:30 • I am interested in knowing what your favourite wall building technique is and what 
advantages lead you to prefer this method over others. 

I 

4 7:30 - 7:35 
• Have any of you ever tried prefab wall panels or modules? What kinds of panels 

(open or closed)? What is the typical length and weight of the panels you use? 
What makes this product more attractive to your company? 

I 

5 7:35 - 7:45 • Are you still using wall panels or modules? What would it take to improve your 
predisposition to use prefab walls or modules?  

K 

6 7:45 – 7:50 • Where do you buy the components you use? (Wholesaler, pro dealer, home center, 
etc.) What is your ideal number of suppliers? What is your ideal supplier? T 

7 7:50 – 7:55 • What do you have to provide your supplier with in order to get a quick quote? 
(building plan, specifications, etc.) What is the delay for detailed quotes? T 

8 7:55 – 8:00 • Should your supplier be able to provide you with other prefabricated products? 
What are the benefits for your company? T 

9 8:00 - 8:05 • What information would you like to get when buying prefab wall panels? T 

10 8:05 - 8:10 
• What are the services offered by or expected from your prefab walls supplier? 

(technical support, customer service, installation services, delays, repairs to be 
made, company rep. picking up the plans, etc.) 

T 

11 8:10 - 8:15 
• Are you satisfied with the typical delivery time for wall panels? How much time 

does it take? How are they delivered? (Boom truck, roll off trailer, etc.) Is 
delivery/transportation an obstacle to the use of prefabricated wall panels? 

T 

 8:15 - 8:20 

• How is the price of walls established (construction type (prefab. vs. onsite), wall 
type (open vs. closed), lengths, etc.)? By whom (framers, component 
manufacturers, etc.)? Does your company benefit from the use of prefabricated 
components? What are the typical savings on overall project costs? 

 

12 8:20 - 8:25 • Do you feel prefabricated panels are a solution to the (price) volatility of lumber?  T 
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13 8:25 – 8:35 

• How would you describe the designers, architects and code officials overall 
awareness of the requirements related to working with prefab walls? What about 
framers? Are they an obstacle? What is the building inspectors’ attitude with closed 
wall panels?  

K 

14 8:35 – 8:45 • Who, in your opinion, are the actors (specifiers) with the most influence on the 
decision to use (or not to use) prefabricated wall panels other than builders? K 

15 8:45 – 8:50 • Would your company’s insurance fees change as a result of using prefabricated 
products? T 

16 8:50 – 8:55 • Have you ever used floor trusses? Do you still use them? I 
17 8:55 – 9:00 • What would it take to improve your predisposition to use floor trusses? K 

18 9:00 – 9:05 

• We have seen that the main issues associated with prefabricated components and 
prefab walls more specifically are:  
a)  
b)  
c)  
d)  
 

I would like to make sure that we have covered all the issues which are relevant to the 
use of prefabricated components. Have we forgotten anything? Are there questions that 
you feel should have been asked? Comments that did not have time to make and would 
like to share? 

C 

19 9:05 – 9:10 • Thank you and fees  
  Prefabricated components’ attributes (probes)  

  

• Straightness 
• Speed of assembly 
• Ease of handling 
• Low onsite waste 
• Payment terms 
• Low material cost/installed cost 
• Low sound transmission 
• Acceptance by homebuyer or framing crew 
• Environmental impact 
• Freedom in design 
• Quality 
• Durability 
• Availability 
• Matter of habit of doing the things the way we use to do them? 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

: Key questions 
 

O : Opening question  I : Introductory question 
T : Transition question  K : Key question  
C : Closing question 
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Discussion guide – English version used in Boston and Hartford6 
 

1 
 

7:05 -7:10 
 

• Greetings: Before we start, I’m going to ask you to write down your first names. 
• The thing you are supposed to have all in common is that you are homebuilders. 
• Tonight, we’ll be discussing prefabricated components. We have been asked to get 

information about the obstacles to a wider acceptance of prefabricated components. It is 
an opportunity for you to share your opinions and experiences with prefab components in 
general although the questions will focus mainly on prefabricated walls and panels (as well 
as modules).  

• My role as a moderator is to get a discussion going about different aspects of prefab 
products, so that I can report back with a wide range of opinions from industry experts. 
Basically, I am here to make sure we answer the questions and that everybody has a 
chance to get involved in the discussion. 

• Our discussion will be recorded so that we can go back and listen to it if we missed or 
misunderstood some parts. 

• This is a confidential study so your names will not be used. 
• We are looking for individual opinions: no right or wrong – not expecting consensus. 
• Kindly ask to speak one at a time and try to avoid tapping on the table as it may affect the 

recording. Also, please turn your cell phone ringers off. Thank you. 

2 7:15 - 7:20 • To begin with, I would like you to introduce yourself and your company (in terms of 
production) as well as the last home/project you built (the one you are working on). 

3 7:25 – 7:30 • I am interested in knowing what your favourite wall building technique is and what 
advantages lead you to prefer this method over others. 

4 7:30 - 7:35 
• Have any of you ever tried prefab wall panels or modules? What kinds of panels (open or 

closed)? What is the typical length and weight of the panels you use? What makes this 
product more attractive to your company? 

5 7:35 - 7:40 • Are you still using wall panels or modules? What would it take to improve your 
predisposition to use prefab walls or modules?  

6 7:40 – 7:45 • Where do you buy the components you use? (Wholesaler, pro dealer, home center, etc.) 
What is your ideal number of suppliers? What is your ideal supplier? 

7 7:45 – 7:50 • What do you have to provide your supplier with in order to get a quick quote? (building 
plan, specifications, etc.) What is the delay for detailed quotes? 

8 7:50 – 7:55 • Should your supplier be able to provide you with other prefabricated products? What are 
the benefits for your company? 

9 7:55 - 8:00 • What information would you like to get when buying prefab wall panels? 

10 8:00 - 8:05 
• What are the services offered by or expected from your prefab walls supplier? (delays, 

repairs, technical support, customer service, installation services, company rep. picking up 
the plans, etc.)  

11 8:05 - 8:10 
• Are you satisfied with the typical delivery time for wall panels? How much time does it 

take? How are they delivered? (Boom truck, roll off trailer, etc.) Is delivery/transportation 
an obstacle to the use of prefabricated wall panels? 

 8:10 - 8:15 

• How is the price of walls established (construction type (prefab. vs. onsite), wall type (open 
vs. closed), lengths, etc.)? By whom (framers, component manufacturers, etc.)? Does your 
company benefit from the use of prefabricated components? What are the typical savings 
on overall project costs? 

12 8:15 - 8:20 • Do you feel prefabricated panels are a solution to the (price) volatility of lumber?  
                                                      
6 This discussion guide was modified to accommodate the QWEB members’ specific needs with regards to roof trusses.  
Questions dealing with floor trusses were modified at QWEB’s request.   
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13 8:20 – 8:25 
• How would you describe the designers, architects and code officials overall awareness of 

the requirements related to working with prefab walls? What about framers? Are they an 
obstacle? What is the building inspectors’ attitude with closed wall panels?  

14 8:25 – 8:30 • Who, in your opinion, are the actors (specifiers) with the most influence on the decision to 
use (or not to use) prefabricated wall panels other than builders? 

15 8:30 – 8:35 • Would your company’s insurance fees change as a result of using prefabricated products? 
16 8:35 – 8:40 • Have you ever used roof trusses? Do you still use them? 

 8:40 – 8:45 • Where do you buy the components you use? (Wholesaler, pro dealer, home center, etc.) 
What is your ideal number of suppliers? What is your ideal supplier? 

 8:45 – 8:50 
• What are the services offered by or expected from your roof truss supplier? (delays, 

repairs, technical support, customer service, installation services, company rep. picking up 
the plans, etc.) 

 8:50 – 8:55 
• Are you satisfied with the typical delivery time for roof trusses? How much time does it 

take? How are they delivered? (Boom truck, roll off trailer, etc.) Is delivery/transportation 
an obstacle to the use of roof trusses? 

17 8:55 – 9:00 • What would it take to improve your predisposition to use roof trusses? 

18 9:00 – 9:05 

• We have seen that the main issues associated with prefabricated components and prefab 
walls more specifically are:  
e)  
f)  
g)  
h)  
 

I would like to make sure that we have covered all the issues which are relevant to the use of 
prefabricated components. Have we forgotten anything? Are there questions that you feel 
should have been asked? Comments that did not have time to make and would like to share? 

19 9:05 – 9:10 • Thank you and fees 
  Prefabricated components’ attributes (probes) 

  

• Straightness 
• Speed of assembly 
• Ease of handling 
• Low onsite waste 
• Payment terms 
• Low material cost/installed cost 
• Low sound transmission 
• Acceptance by homebuyer or framing crew 
• Environmental impact 
• Freedom in design 
• Quality 
• Durability 
• Availability 
• Matter of habit of doing the things the way we use to do them? 

 

 
 
 

= Key questions 
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Discussion guide – French version7 
 

1 
 

7:05 -7:15 
 

• Salutations: Avant de commencer, je vous demanderais d’inscrire vos prénoms. 
• La chose que vous partagez est que vous êtes tous des constructeurs de maisons. 
• Ce soir nous allons parler des composants préfabriqués. Nous avons eu le mandat 

de recueillir de l’information quant aux obstacles à une plus grande acceptation des 
composants préfabriqués dans la construction de maisons. C’est une opportunité 
pour vous de partager vos opinions et expériences avec les composants 
préfabriqués en général. Nos questions porteront cependant principalement sur 
l’utilisation des murs et panneaux préfabriqués (ainsi que les modules).  

• Mon rôle en tant que modérateur est d’entretenir une discussion sur les différents 
aspects des produits préfabriqués de sorte à ce que je puisse rapporter un large 
éventail d’opinions d’experts de l’industrie. En somme, je suis ici pour m’assurer 
qu’on répond aux questions et que tout le monde ait la chance de parler.  

• La discussion sera enregistrée de sorte à ce qu’on puisse réécouter les bouts 
qu’on a manqué ou moins bien compris.  

• Il s’agit d’une étude confidentielle; vos noms ne seront pas utilisés dans le rapport.  
• Je tiens à préciser qu’il n’y a pas de bonnes ou mauvaises opinions et que je ne 

cherche pas à obtenir de consensus. Opinions personnelles. 
• Il est important que vous parliez une personne à la fois et que vous fassiez 

attention de ne pas trop taper sur la table en raison de l’enregistrement. Je vous 
demanderais également de fermer la sonnerie de vos téléphones cellulaires. Merci. 

 

2 7:15 - 7:25 
• Tout d’abord, j’aimerais que chacun présente sa compagnie (en termes de 

production) et que vous parliez du dernier projet sur lequel vous avez travaillé (ou 
celui sur lequel vous travaillez actuellement). 

O 

3 7:25 – 7:30 
• Je suis intéressé à savoir quelle est votre technique de construction préférée 

lorsqu’il s’agit de construire des murs et quels sont les avantages vous poussant à 
préférer cette méthode à d’autres méthodes.  

I 

4 7:30 - 7:35 

• Est-ce que certains d’entre vous ont déjà essayé les murs préfabriqués ou les 
modules? Quels types de panneaux? (ouverts ou fermés) Quels sont les longueurs 
et le poids des panneaux que vous utilisez? En quoi ce produit est-il attrayant pour 
votre compagnie? 

I 

5 7:35 - 7:45 
• Utilisez-vous toujours les panneaux préfabriqués et les modules? Quels sont les 

facteurs qui pourraient améliorer votre prédisposition à utiliser les murs ou les 
modules préfabriqués?  

K 

6 7:45 – 7:50 
• Où achetez-vous les composants que vous utilisez? (Grossistes, marchands pros, 

centre de rénovation, etc.) Quel est votre nombre idéal de fournisseurs? Pouvez-
vous nous décrire votre fournisseur idéal? 

T 

7 7:50 – 7:55 • Que devez-vous fournir à votre fournisseur pour obtenir une soumission rapide? 
(plans, cahier de charges, etc.) Quel est le délai pour une soumission détaillée? T 

8 7:55 – 8:00 • Est-ce que votre fournisseur devrait être en mesure de vous fournir d’autres 
produits préfabriqués? En quoi est-ce avantageux pour votre compagnie? T 

9 8:00 - 8:05 • Quelles informations aimeriez-vous recevoir lorsque vous achetez des murs 
préfabriqués? T 

10 8:05 - 8:10 
• Quels sont les services offerts ou qui devraient être offerts par votre fournisseur de 

murs préfabriqués? (support technique, service à la clientèle, installation, délais, 
réparations à effectuer, représentant de la compagnie ramassant les plans, etc.) 

T 

                                                      
7 This discussion guide is a direct translation of the discussion guide in its final English version. 
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11 8:10 - 8:15 
• Êtes-vous satisfaits des délais de livraison pour les murs préfabriqués? Quels sont 

ces délais? Comment les murs sont-ils livrés? (Boom truck, roll off trailer, etc.) Est-
ce que le transport des murs préfabriqués est un obstacle à leur utilisation? 

T 

12 8:15 - 8:20 

• Comment est établi le prix des murs (méthode de construction (préfab. vs. sur le 
site), type de murs (ouverts vs. fermés), longueurs, etc.)? Par qui (monteurs de 
charpente, manufacturiers de composants, etc.)? Est-ce l’utilisation de composants 
représente un avantage pour votre compagnie? Quelles sont les économies 
typiques que vous effectuez sur les coûts totaux d’un projet? 

 

13 8:20 – 8:25 • Croyez-vous que les murs préfabriqués sont une solution aux variations de prix du 
bois d’oeuvre?  T 

14 8:25 – 8:35 

• Comment décririez-vous le degré de connaissances des designers, architectes et 
autorités diverses en ce qui a trait aux exigences du travail avec les murs 
préfabriqués? Que dire des monteurs de charpente? Représentent-ils un obstacle? 

Quelle est l’attitude des inspecteurs en bâtiment face aux panneaux fermés? 

K 

15 8:35 – 8:45 • Qui, à votre avis, sont les acteurs ayant le plus d’influence sur la décision d’utiliser 
(ou de ne pas utiliser) les murs préfabriqués à l’exception des constructeurs? K 

16 8:45 – 8:50 • Pensez-vous que votre compagnie d’assurance changerait ses primes si vous 
utilisiez des produits préfabriqués? T 

17 8:50 – 8:55 • Avez-vous déjà utilise les fermes de planchers? Les utilisez-vous toujours?  I 

18 8:55 – 9:00 • Quels sont les facteurs qui pourraient améliorer votre prédisposition à utiliser les 
fermes de plancher? 

K 

19 9:00 – 9:05 

• On a vu que les principaux enjeux relatifs à l’utilisation des composants 
préfabriqués (et plus spécifiquement des murs préfabriqués) sont : 
i)  
j)  
k)  
d) 
 

Je veux m’assurer que nous avons couvert tous les enjeux pertinents liés à l’utilisation 
des composants préfabriqués. Y’a-t-il d’autres enjeux que nous avons oublié? Des 
questions qui n’ont pas été posées? Des commentaires que vous n’avez pas eu le 
temps d’émettre et que vous aimeriez partager? 

C 

20 9:05 – 9:10 • Remerciements et argent  
  Attributs des composants préfabriqués (questions relance/approfondissement)  

  

• Rectitude 
• Rapidité d’assemblage 
• Facilité de manipulation 
• Peu de rebuts 
• Termes de paiement 
• Coût abordable (du matériel/du matériel installé) 
• Peu de transmission du son  
• Acceptation de l’acheteur de maison ou des monteurs de charpente 
• Impact environnemental 
• Latitude dans le design 
• Qualité 
• Durabilité 
• Disponibilité 
• Habitude 
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Appendix II - Focus group summaries 
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Quebec City, October 17th, 2005 

 
1. What were the most important themes discussed? 
 

• Cost related to the use of prefabricated walls 
• Delays/errors related to the use of prefabricated walls 
• Logistics related to the use of prefabricated walls 
• Labour (skill-level and cost) 

 
 
2. How do these themes differ from what was expected? 
 
 I was expecting discussions about: 

• The availability of wall panels  
• Consumer resistance to the use of wall panels 
• How prefab walls make it easier for homebuilders to control costs 
• How prefab makes it easier to deal with complex structures 

 
 
3. How do they differ from what was collected in other focus groups? 
 

• Logistics is probably the main reason why homebuilders refrain from using prefabricated walls. They do not 
feel that suppliers/manufacturers are dependable.  

 
 
4. What points need to be included in the report? 

 
Logistics (delays and costs) 
• One homebuilder started the meeting saying that prefab is a bit faster, but is more expensive (10-15%). 

Another believed those costs were as high as 30% all things considered. There are usually delays and errors 
associated with the use of prefabricated walls. These result in costs which make prefab walls unattractive to 
homebuilders. Prefab walls are the same price as walls built onsite when additional costs are not considered.  

 
• Prefab wall manufacturers slow down the building cycle of homebuilders used to building onsite. This makes it 

very difficult to build prefab and onsite simultaneously. Most builders will only use prefab if this is the only 
solution available to them. 

 
Benefits of prefab walls 
• Prefab walls are a good opportunity for the DIY homebuilder and future homeowners located in distant regions 

(e.g.: Côte Nord). This comment refers to the fact that labour is a major proportion of prefab walls’ installed 
cost. 

• Prefab is well suited for multifamily and commercial where one building is replicated many times. Errors 
happen the first time, however the losses incurred are easily recuperated in the following projects.  

 
• Prefab manufacturers are seen as being focused on the exports markets. American houses are perceived as 

being square and extremely simple making prefab the obvious choice for the types of houses. Homebuilders 
complained about the fact that homebuyers want customized houses that are more and more complex. 
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Perception issues 
• Larger builders generally do not use prefab walls. Hence smaller builders believe that this is not a profitable 

option.  
 
• Dealing with prefab products creates a conflict prone climate since so many people are involved. 

 
• Walls are not perceived as needing as much engineering as roof and floor trusses. They can quickly be built 

onsite. The same cannot be said about trusses (engineering is necessary for trusses).  
 
Suppliers 
• The ideal supplier has a lot of stocks (product availability), delivers on time, gives good customer service 

(dedicated to the homebuilder’s project success), can guarantee prices and has a representative. 
Unfortunately that supplier doesn’t exist yet. 

 
• There seemed to be a strong agreement that a supplier offering an installation service at a competitive price 

would be interesting for homebuilders. This would eliminate instances where carpenters (paid at 50$/hour) are 
waiting on the building site. Furthermore, this would reduce the logistics related to wall building resulting in 
time savings. 

 
• Most homebuilders buy their components (trusses) from the manufacturer. They get better prices and can 

maintain business relationships. Playing one supplier against the others (blackmailing) is common practice 
when dealing with building material suppliers. 

 
Labour 
• Labour is getting older. Finding qualified people will be difficult. Younger employees/carpenters need to be told 

what to do and when errors happen with prefab components they are more often than not clueless. There is a 
perception that the education system creates incompetent carpenters. This creates additional costs for 
homebuilders. Some participants suggested that an ideal situation would be to hire students at 15$/hour to 
install prefab walls. This would allow them to increase their profits. 

 
Other actors involved in the homebuilding industry 
• Designers are perceived as video game players who have no clue what they are doing. They never go in the 

building site. In terms of feasibility? Is it because onsite builders need to build something simple? Maybe 
prefab can answer these challenges? 

 
• Prefab homes (modular and components) are seen by most homebuilders as benefiting from a strong sales 

power. It is interesting to see that one participant mentioned that modular builders are not seen as being 
competitors because it takes them 6 months to deliver and it costs 30 000$ more to build the same house. He 
is encouraging homebuyers who can afford it to buy modular as he thinks their structure is better quality (the 
same can’t be said about the interior finishing).  

 
Conservative industry 
• Homebuilders are naturally conservative in their approach to building houses. There was a feeling that lack of 

labour may be the main factor pushing homebuilders to switch to prefab. I have the impression that when this 
happens, homebuilders will completely switch to prefab and not do onsite anymore. 

 
Insurance 
• Insurance is not yet a factor. Insurance companies do not care about the building technique used by 

homebuilders. Mould related claims are not a issue. Most builders pay their premiums without ever claiming 
anything (even though they could). 
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• Prefab helps prevent onsite theft. Builders do not claim theft to their insurance companies even though is 

seems to be a common issue.  
 
 
5. What were the best quotes? 

 
Logistics (costs and delays) 
• ‘Mistakes will happen more often with split level houses, cathedral ceilings, etc.’ 
 
• ‘From what I understand, there is a serious management problem with prefab. The houses are never ready on 

time.’ 
 
• ‘They say that it is 22$/linear feet. They can’t do detailed quotes! They ask you for the details and when they 

get back to you it is closer to 27-28$/linear feet.’ 
 
• ‘Availability8 (is the most important characteristic of a supplier). You call on a Tuesday and Wednesday the 

stuff you ordered is already there. Pay the price you want, but if you pay three employees at 50$/hour to wait 
half an hour, the fact that the veneer is 3$ more expensive doesn’t bother me at all.’ 

 
• ‘A company that will prove that they have eliminated all errors, are fast and have good prices will make a lot of 

homebuilders switch to prefab. However, for now, they are simply not reliable.’ 
 

• ‘Homebuilders don’t have anything against the wall itself. It is everything else that is related to the wall!’ 
 
• ‘How can it be less expensive? If we only look at the wall in terms of materials. Then there is the technician, 

the salesman, the sales director, the truck, the crane, etc. How can it be less expensive?’ 
 

Other actors involved in the homebuilding industry 
• ‘They don’t know what they’re drawing. I was a designer before; I was drawing on a table when I started. 

They’re all on AutoCAD. I say they are designers with no talent!’ 
 
• ‘We are creating incompetent carpenters. If the trusses don’t arrive cut, they do not know what to do! And 

these people have their [competency] cards! In twenty years from now, the carpenters with cards will be 
assembling legos.’ 

 
Price volatility 
• ‘The problem when doing this (calculating our price by linear feet without regards to the complexity) with three 

suppliers is the price variation. With our houses, it is possible to buy lumber in March and freeze the price of 
lumber. If the price goes up, it is perfect. If it goes down, so what. Your houses are sold and your profits are 
secured.’ 

 
Theft  
• ‘On the plus side, there is less chance to have your materials stolen (when you build with components). I don’t 

know what’s going on this year, I think there are a lot of beavers out there!’ 
 
 

                                                      
8 The participant was referring to on time delivery.  
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6. What were the unexpected findings? 
 

• Installed cost is the main issue. 
• Prefab wall manufacturers’ poor service is a major obstacle to the use of prefabricated walls.  
• Insurance is not an issue. 
• Labour (cost and quality) is one of the main (if not the main) factors that could make homebuilders switch to 

prefab. 
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Montreal, October 19th, 2005 

 
1. What were the most important themes discussed? 

 
• Costs related to the use of prefabricated walls. 
• Prefabricated walls are not a proven product – need for a comparison. 
• Certification of prefab walls as a selling argument to homebuyers and homebuilders/developers. 
• Prefabricated walls would facilitate quality control of delivered product (declining labour quality). 
• Installation related issues (machinery, additional costs and labour/training). 

 
 

2. How do these themes differ from what was expected? 
 
 I was expecting discussions about: 

• How prefabricated panels make it easier to build in the city.  
• Higher costs of working with prefab are compensated by advantages (solution to labour shortage, lower labour 

costs, etc.).  
• Resistance of carpenters to work with prefabricated systems. 
• The need for good logistics (same as in Quebec City). 

 
 

3. How do they differ from what was collected in other focus groups? 
 

• Could see insurance benefits associated with the use of prefabricated walls. 
• Saw the use of boom trucks and cranes in the city as being problematic (issues of infill construction and 

traffic). 
• Believed certification was a major selling point for prefabricated walls. 
• Pointed to the importance of payment terms offered by suppliers. 

 
 

4. What points need to be included in the report? 
 
Cost 
• Prefabricated walls are faster and 10-15% more expensive – homebuilders did not seem to be aware of the 

pricing for prefabricated wall panels. 
 
• Builders feel the need for a demonstration/study that would indisputably prove the benefits of prefab walls. 

Montreal homebuilders think that they have to switch completely to prefab in order to access the benefits 
offered by this product.  

 
Labour Issues 
• It is getting harder and harder to control the quality of manpower in the last 2 to 3 years – prefabricated walls 

seen as a possible solution to this problem.  
• Tradesmen are only familiar with the stick built method – acceptance of prefab walls by them could be an 

obstacle. 
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Potential advantages of prefabricated walls 
• Less risk of stolen material with prefabricated walls. 
 
• Prefab walls allow shorter delivery time. 

 
 Obstacles to the use of prefabricated walls 

• Less flexibility with prefabricated walls – if homebuyers decide they are willing to pay extras once plans have 
been approved. 

 
• Prefab wall suppliers need to include installation in price (supply the crane and labour). Having a single 

supplier (prefabricated walls and installation) makes it easier to solve problems occurring onsite (no shared 
responsibility). Moreover, company is familiar with product used.  

 
• Builders feel a need for an «on-the-job» training dealing with the installation of prefabricated walls – they don’t 

have the time, money and energy to find out on their own. 
 

• Prefab walls should be delivered without the interior finish because homebuilders fear transportation will 
damage the «gyprock». 

 
• Coordination of delivery/installation is critical to the success of prefab walls. 
 
• Plans drawn by architects do not determine building methods/materials. Makes it easier for homebuilders to 

revert to their building habits. The industry is conservative by nature. Slim profit margins (7%) make 
experimentation risky.  

 
 Possible innovations/improvements 

• Panels that could be moved by two people would be an asset (100-150 lbs). 
 

• Certification is seen as a major asset to dispel low quality perceptions held by consumers and homebuilders. 
Would allow the use of closed wall panels. Homebuilders would like to know the specifications of prefab walls.  

 
• Building code inspectors need to be able to know the specifications of the various building components. 
 
• Homebuilders would like to have a costing tool.  
 
• The payment terms offered by suppliers is important for homebuilders (ideally 45 to 90 days). 
 
• Supplier should provide the engineering – not homebuilder. 

 
 Marketing and product knowledge  

• Prefabricated walls manufacturers/suppliers must do a better job of selling their product.  
 

• Customers are not aware of the benefits of prefab (less waste, more energy efficient). Prefabricated could be 
marketed as «green» or «environmentally friendly» homes. Participants agreed that this label would fare well 
with homebuyers. Homebuilders believed consumers could influence builders into adopting prefabricated 
building systems. 

 
Resistance from key specifiers 
• Developers are seen as one of the most (if not the most) important key specifiers. The prefabricated wall 

concept should be sold to them first. 
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 Delivery/transportation 

• Delivery time is ideally as short as possible. However, when asked about what would be a realistic delivery 
time, homebuilders said they didn’t mind long lead times (4 to 6 weeks) as long as walls are delivered when 
they are supposed to.  

 
• Boom truck delivery is the preferred delivery method. 

 
 Other 

• Insulation and soundproofing values must be «manufactured values» as opposed to «design values». 
Customers could file suits against builders if specifications don’t correspond with what was promised.  

 
• Issue of protecting carpenter jobs as opposed to «low paying» factory jobs. 

 
• Insurance premiums should be lower if builder uses prefabricated walls as the risk is shared with the 

manufacturer, there is a lower risk of onsite theft, lower cost for the developer and less time spent on the 
building site. 

 
• Ideal supplier has a line of credit, payment terms ranging from 20 to 90 days, offers a wide selection of 

products at reasonable prices, guarantees his prices, retakes unused material and delivers on time.  
 

• Prefab is well suited for multifamily and commercial projects which involve replication. Errors may happen the 
first time, however the losses incurred are easily recuperated in the following projects.  

 
 

5. What were the best quotes? 
 
Familiarity with the product 
• ‘Consumers don’t know the difference [between prefabricated and onsite] yet. The houses would have to be 

sold as «environmentally-friendly» houses. Less waste, better use of lumber [engineered products], less trees 
felled, etc.’ 

 
Traditional industry 
• ‘I think that a new product should offer net benefits whether they are price, quality, etc. It is not an industry that 

is open to change.’ 
 

Possible innovations 
• ‘You buy our prefabricated walls, they’re already certified. We can guarantee there will not be water 

infiltrations; they have been tested in the factory.’ 
 

Marketing 
• ‘I think prefabricated walls should be sold at two levels: to the homebuyers and to the developers. They will not 

be sensible to the same arguments. […] We have to tell the homebuyers that prefabricated walls are good 
products; that they are not what they thought they were. We have to tell the developers that prefabricated 
walls can help them save time and money.’ 

 
Insurance 
• ‘I bet that insurance companies would be willing to give a rebate [to homebuilders using prefab] given that 

these products have been built in the factory and are certified. The risks may be lower too.’ 
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6. What were the unexpected findings? 

 
• The emphasis that was put on the selling power associated with certified wall panels. 
• The perceived importance of developers in the material/building method selection process. 
• The (perceived/real) lack of information regarding prefabricated wall panels (costing and specs). 
• Homebuilders have trouble imagining cranes and boom truck being used in the city.  
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Toronto, October 20th, 2005 

 
1. What were the most important themes discussed? 

 
• Consumer perceptions of prefabricated walls as a low quality building method 
• Lack of marketing for prefabricated wall panels 
• The importance of unions in material selection 
• Using certification as a way to increase the acceptance of prefabricated walls 
• Lead times for prefab walls are not really important due to the fact that obtaining a building permit takes a long 

time 
 
 

2. How do these themes differ from what was expected? 
 
 I was expecting discussions about: 

• How prefabricated panels help to deal with labour shortage 
• Higher costs of prefab walls 
• Resistance of carpenters to work with prefabricated systems 
• The importance of good logistics (same as in Quebec City and Montreal) 

 
 

3. How do they differ from what was collected in other focus groups? 
 

• Unions are important players (key specifiers) 
• Homebuilders highlighted the need for more marketing. 
• Lead times were not deemed relevant. 
• Customization was one the main issues discussed 
• Homebuilders suggested many possible innovations. 

 
 

4. What points need to be included in the report? 
 
Customization and flexibility 
• With the average price of new houses hovering around 500 000$, homebuyers expect customized houses that 

are built onsite. Mass-production goes against this trend.  
 
• Prefabricated walls were perceived as limiting customization. What happens if homebuyers want to make 

changes once the contractual plans have been signed? Is it possible to move load bearing walls? 
 
Labour and resistance from key specifiers 
• The lack of familiarity with prefabricated walls is an obstacle to their use. Not many young people are getting 

into the trades. The average construction worker is 55 years old.  
 

• Union will likely be opposed to the use of prefabricated panels on a large scale because their job is to protect 
their members. A sales pitch should be made directly to the union. They may be interested in prefab if they 
foresee a labour shortage in the next 5 to 10 years. 
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Suppliers 
• The first attribute that Toronto homebuilders look for in a supplier is service. They also value the fact that 

suppliers can offer the full range of lumber products and they try to avoid shared responsibility. Ontario 
homebuilders cannot buy directly from the manufacturer.  

 
• Obtaining building permits takes about 2 to 3 months in Ontario.9 Hence, lead times for wall panels are not yet 

an issue.  
 

• Modular and prefab plants are perceived as not being aggressive enough. They are not used at full capacity. 
Modular seen as good way to save on overhead for all the trades. 

 
Market competition 
• Prefabricated walls are associated with low end housing. The Toronto market is a hot market in which profit 

margins are tight. This reduces the homebuilder’s willingness to experiment and be risk-takers. One 
homebuilder gave the example of a toilet that was specifically designed for Southern Ontario. The toilet was 
5¢ cheaper than another one and it became «The Toronto toilet». 

 
Change in demand 
• Homebuyers are increasingly looking for elite products. They are educated and interested in knowing the 

specifications used by the builder. 
 
• Many factors influence the cost of housing. Homebuyers have priorities and are willing to make sacrifices in 

order to obtain certain characteristics (e.g.: Homebuyer willing to compromise because a house is built on a 
specific street).  

 
Technical issues 
• Prefabricated walls do not allow for errors. If the foundation is off by 2 inches you cannot cheat or make 

adjustments onsite. This causes delays which translate into profit losses. One homebuilder gave the example 
of a project being delayed six weeks because plans had to be returned to the architect.  

 
Potential advantages of prefabricated walls 
• Prefabricated wall panels may help to control the volatility of lumber because manufacturers buy in volumes.  

 
Sectors suited to the use of prefabricated walls 
• Some sectors are better suited to the use of prefab walls. Condominium projects and university dorms are 

good examples because they are simple and repetitive (no customization). The regional market was also 
discussed as being a market well suited to the use of prefab walls. 

 
• One homebuyer talked about hotels he stayed in that were built with prefab wall panels. He said that they are 

prone to sound transmission (i.e. he could hear everything). 
 

Marketing issues 
• Homebuilders have never been sent brochures about prefab walls although they have received brochures on 

just about every product. If the information is not getting to them, it is not getting to the consumer. They talked 
about how consumers are now asking for floor trusses because they were well marketed/advertised.  

 

                                                      
9 A new system should be in place by the end of 2005. It will allow builders to start building 10 to 15 days after the building 
permit request has been made. 
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• Prefab wall manufacturers have to get the information to the right person in the company.  
 
Green building and environmentally-friendly products 
• A certain proportion of homebuyers are willing to pay more for green/environmentally friendly products. 

 
Possible innovations 
• Homebuilders were interested in dealing with versatile panels that can be cut onsite by the framing crew. This 

would allow fixing mistakes and solving some of the perceived negatives associated with prefab walls.  
 
• Homebuilders seemed concerned by the fact that building inspectors demand letters and certificates for 

everything that is not stick built. Part 9 of the National building code would conflict with the use of closed 
panels. Pre-approval schemes (i.e. certification) would facilitate the use of prefab walls. 

 
• Although most builders were interested in dealing with full length panels, the idea of working with smaller 

panels (2-3-4 feet wide) was raised. However, homebuilders wondered how a system like this would deal with 
windows and door entries. 

 
• One participant raised the idea of having a panel which incorporates the four big trades (exterior cladding, 

sheathing, framing and drywall) as a way to reduce costs associated to walls. 
 

• Homebuilders were interested in having the opportunity to mix prefabricated walls with stick built if the panels 
don’t fit. Some cringed at the idea of having another trade involved. Wall panels have to reduce the complexity 
of projects.  

 
• Homebuilders mentioned he would be interested in having engineering panels which use less lumber. One 

participant mentioned smart framing as a way to cut the cost of lumber in half. He said that Canadian 
homebuilders overframe.  

 
 
Other 
• Because framing is already done so rapidly (between 1 day and 3 weeks), it is hard to see where productivity 

gains can be achieved with prefab walls. 
 
• The Ontario government favours income subsidies over social housing. This may affect the use of prefab wall 

panels in the industry. 
 
 

5. What were the best quotes? 
 
Technical issues 
• ‘We’ve done just a couple [of houses using prefab panels]. The problem is if the foundation is off even just a 

little bit […], the carpenter has a big problem trying to cut that stuff through. When you’re doing a jigsaw 
puzzle, it has to be exact, you can’t just cheat. That’s when the carpenters get frustrated. They’ve got this 
panel and now what do I do?’ 

 
Labour and resistance from key specifiers 
• ‘They say you can’t teach an old dog new tricks. The old guys don’t want to get involved with the new stuff.’ 
 
• ‘[…] what if you approached the carpenters’ union and did a sales pitch. Get their people interested and 

trained. If their prediction is that there won’t be enough carpenters in 5 to 10 years, they might think about it.’ 
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Possible innovations 
• ‘It seems to me, you’ve got the big trades doing the structural framing of the house. You’ve the brick (or stone) 

on the outside, lumber, carpentry and drywall. Those are our four big cost items. If you could make a panel 
that included the complete inside and outside, but I just can’t figure in my mind how to make it all work 
together […]. That’s where the savings would be.’ 

 
• ‘If you could make the four outside walls and set them on top of the foundation, that’s something I would be 

very interested in.’ 
 
Marketing 
• ‘I don’t see much marketing about it. I’ve been sent hundreds of brochures, but I’ve never been sent one on 

wall panels. I’ve never been asked for it by customers except for the fact that they don’t want it!’ 
 
 

6. What were the unexpected findings? 
 

• The importance of unions. 
• The lack of marketing for prefab panels. 
• Lead times not being an issue. 
• Perceptions being a major challenge to the use of prefab walls. 
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Edmonton, November 7th, 2005 

 
1. What were the most important themes discussed? 

 
• Prefab walls as a way to use capital more efficiently (developer attitude, risk management, etc.). 
• Consumer perceptions are still an obstacle – now is good momentum to target first-time buyers. 
• Safety concerns, waste reduction, labour shortage and onsite theft as drivers to acceptance of prefab walls.  
• Lack of marketing of prefab walls to builders and buyers (eco-friendly, different name, etc.).  
• General (perceived) lack of knowledge of building code officials and architects about prefab and construction 

in general. 
  
 

2. How do these themes differ from what was expected? 
 
 I was expecting discussions about: 

• Higher use of prefab in Western Canada 
• Lack of prefab wall suppliers 
• Perception that prefab walls did not allow insurance benefits 

 
 

3. How do they differ from what was collected in other focus groups? 

 
• Most of the comments stemmed from the observations of one participant recognizing the benefits of prefab 

walls after seeing them used in the US. 
• Homebuilders were interested with the potential benefits prefab walls had to offer in terms of insurance and 

onsite theft. 
• First time the advantages of prefab walls in terms of capital investment and financial flexibility are mentioned. 
• Lack of knowledge of architects, code officials, etc. stood out as a major issue. 
• Genuine interest for prefab walls. As the meeting advanced, the homebuilders grew more and more interested 

with prefab walls and components. Some homebuilders’ enthusiasm communicated itself to others as the 
conversation evolved.  

 
 

4. What points need to be included in the report? 
 
Suppliers 
• Homebuilders expressed concern over the fact that using prefab walls increases their dependence on framing 

crews. Framers have to be happy, otherwise they will walk out on homebuilders. Homebuilders expressed 
their concerns vis-à-vis having to find another framer used to work with prefab. Participants liked the idea of 
wall manufacturers providing the installation crew (product packaged with the service) and training framers to 
work with prefab walls.  

 
• Homebuilders expect supplier to provide some kind of support in order to solve problems if they occur. 

 
• Buying prefab walls with the installation would simplify the fault line if problems occur. 

 
• The increasing price of framing may provide good momentum to push prefab walls on the market. 
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• Homebuilders don’t mind long lead times for prefab walls (based on experience with trusses), but deliveries 

have to be on time. 
 
• Coordination of work with contractors is very important.  
 
Capital investment\flexibility 
• Long lead times are not a problem if the builders do not have to invest the capital. The fact that capital is not 

stretched out allows homebuilders to play more of a developer role by ‘controlling the dirt’. 
 
Consumer perceptions 
• Consumers continue to associate prefabricated walls with mobile homes. Homebuyers see it as a cheap 

building technique partly because houses are framed very fast.  
 

• Builders were worried about consumer perceptions with the use of prefab. Although, prefab walls were seen 
as a viable alternative for condo projects (where customization is not an issue), one homebuilder involved both 
in multi-family projects believed that some condo associations could try to sue him for using prefab. 

 
• Momentum is good to push prefab walls since there will be many young homebuyers looking for a first home 

(economic boom). They are seen as not having the negative perceptions of prefab shared by older 
homebuyers.  

 
Marketing issues 
• Prefab walls have to be sold to the builders. Homebuilders also have different perceptions of prefabricated 

walls (e.g.: built with 2x4s). Builders have to be able provide potential homebuyers with information on prefab 
walls without getting too technical about it. At the moment, homebuilders don’t feel equipped to sell prefab 
walls to their clients. 

 
• Prefabricated components should be marketed as an alternative delivery system for traditional wood frames 

built onsite. 
 

• Prefabricated components could be marketed as green products both in terms of onsite waste and resource 
management. Homebuilders are aware of how much building materials are wasted (estimated at approx. 
15%). Green marketing would allow homebuilders to fetch better prices for prefab while contributing to 
changing negative consumer perceptions. 

 
Technical issues 
• Prefab walls are sometimes too square for the foundations (which are generally off a little bit). This may 

explain why components are identified as being problematic. Someone suggested that it would be ideal if 
foundations could be banged around in order to make them square. This would foster an increased use of 
prefabricated walls in the homebuilding industry.  

 
Drivers to increased use of prefab 
• Safety, waste reduction (haulage costs), onsite theft and labour shortage are the main drivers associated to an 

increased use of prefab walls. 
 
Cost and delivery time 
• A lot of time is wasted onsite. On average, building a house takes 30 days while the average delivery time is 

estimated between 4 and 6 months. Prefab walls (and prefab in general) were perceived as a way to increase 
their annual production and build more efficiently. 
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• Builders from Edmonton tend to see costs of building materials in the long term. Some said they would not 

mind spending a little more (5-10%) to buy prefab walls if it allowed them to increase their revenues by 
building more houses. 

 
Actors involved in the homebuilding industry 
• Homebuilders were very critical of all actors involved in the homebuilding process. Plans often have to be 

modified after they have been approved. Architects draw things that are not easily built. Architects were 
perceived as hurting the building industry.  

 
• Acceptance of building techniques and other details is inconsistent. There was a perceived need for more 

explicit guidelines from town planners. A need was identified with regards to the education of architects, 
building code inspectors, safety code officers, etc. 

 
• Building inspectors were perceived as not knowing a lot about homebuilding. Some said they were not sure if 

inspectors would be able to tell a house made from prefab components from a stick-built house.  
 

• Inspectors appear to have issues with 2x4 panels. 
 

• Builders associated the use of prefab to consolidation industry. Although not mentioned, there was a feeling 
that prefabricated components are a threat to small homebuilders.  

 
Demand is changing 
• Consumers are more educated than ever. Many use internet to look at specs and prices. Promoting prefab walls 

using the internet is an interesting opportunity for manufacturers/suppliers. 
 

Resistance from the industry 
• Builders mentioned the industry’s conservative attitude with prefab. Nevertheless, it was interesting to see that 

internet is being increasingly used. Ten years ago, businesses operated using only pens and paper.  
 

• Homebuilders compared the evolution of I-joists with prefab saying that, not so long ago, builders and 
homebuyers only wanted 2x10s and 2x12s. Back then, design options for trusses were limited. They believed 
there was a possibility that prefab walls would evolve the same way floor trusses did. (Prefab walls as a 
solution to declining quality of lumber). 

 
Other 
• Insurance premiums range from 800 to 3 100$ per house. Prefab walls may help to reduce these costs. 

 
• Need to store wall panels properly and install them as soon as possible. They can’t be left out in the rain. 

 
 

5. What were the best quotes? 
 
Capital 

• ‘Capital investment. The whole industry is structured around risk management. You got to have a guy with a 
lot of capital and volume to change the way we do business’.  

 
• ‘If a builder has one basic thing that drives him it is capital and we have to roll it. If we have to same amount 

to build houses, but roll our capital four times instead of one and a half times, we’d be better off. But if we 
spend more, then we have to make more on the house to make it worth our while’. 
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• ‘If I don’t have to invest my capital for 6-7 months building a house. If I know my panels are coming on such 

and such a date, my trusses are coming on such and such a date, etc. […] If I can turnaround for 2 ½ 
months and tell my client that I won’t start for 2 ½ months, but, once I get started, it will go pretty quick, then 
my money is not invested all that much. What you got is pre-sold systems’. 

 
Market acceptance and marketing 

• ‘[…] so [prefabrication] is a delivery system for wood frame construction. So it’s not just making a panel and 
hoping that people are going to come by and pick them up!’. 

 
• ‘The prefab industry doesn’t really support [their product], so builders have a bad experience and drop it’. 

 
• When [company X] tried their system, they got into the technical side which the average consumer does not 

really want to hear about. Most people are interested in what the kitchen will look like; the sizzle stuff’. 
 
• ‘Part of the problem is coordinating the work with the previous contractor. The other issue is that you can’t 

change construction because you get an enormous amount of kickback from the consumer’. 
 
• ‘There is an enormous difference between a wall on the first floor and a wall on the second floor structurally. 

If it is a rental then you are dealing with one owner, but if it is a condo, somebody will come and say it was 
built cheap and then you have to deal with the condo association’. 

 
• ‘Prefab is not new. The fundamental problem is that you can’t change from what everybody else is doing 

without paying the price in the eyes of the consumer’. 
 
Regulations 

• ‘The regulatory environment is driven to some extent by council. In their planning discussions, they tried to 
do a modular home division and I’ve been told that they can’t!’. 

 
Drivers to increased acceptance of prefab walls 

• Safety is so important, but our industry is bad at that! [With prefab] the safety problems are offsite’. 
 
Squareness 

• ‘If there was a prefab foundation that you could bang around to make it square, then you wouldn’t have any 
problems with prefab’. 

 
Installation services 

• ‘For a builder building 20-30 homes, if your framer walks out right now, there are framers out there that we 
can draw from our networks, past experiences, etc. With prefab, if our guy leaves you, you don’t have 
anyone to turn to. That’s big’. 

 
Other actors in the homebuilding business 

• ‘Architects just don’t know how actual construction works. They can draw beautiful pictures, but they don’t 
have a clue how to translate that picture in real life. You go to architectural offices and there is no depth 
anymore. There are a couple of old-timers like me and a bunch of youngsters who know how to draw on 
AutoCAD and all those things’. 

 
• ‘The thing with building inspectors is that they know the safety code and have a fair amount of authority. If 

they see something they haven’t seen before, you got to jump through a hoop. You have to get an 
engineers’ signature. We find the inspectors are difficult’. 
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Change in demand 

• I had one client come in and they were very educated in the homebuilding sense. They had a 1 ½ inch 
binder filled with specifics; everything was printed off the internet. ‘I want this furnace’. ‘Do this’. There is a 
wealth of information and everyone buying a house now goes to company X, Y, Z, etc. The prices are on it, 
the floor plans are on it, etc. So when people come in, they say: ‘I want a staircase like this’. So, if you push 
prefab, it could work’. 

 
Floor trusses 

• ‘Fifteen years ago, it was all 2x10s and 2x12s. Now you can’t find a home that has 2x10s and 2x12s. When 
2x10s got replaced with I-joists, the biggest scare was ‘If your house is on fire, I would not want to be in an I-
joists house because it is going to fall down faster that a 2x10!’. Well, if the house is burning, no one is going 
to sit there and say ‘I’m going to finish my coffee because I got an extra 10 minutes because it’s 2x10s!’. 

 
• ‘I-joists came into acceptance because of problems that were coming up in the marketplace with 

dimensional lumber. Some were asking you to submit sheer test results because the old growth had tighter 
growth rings. The newer growth wasn’t as strong. Those things helped to make I-joists gain more 
acceptance. With prefabrication, I think there are things on the market that could drive it like labour, safety, 
cost/turns on your money and ‘Can you do it with less material? Let’s save trees!’. 

 
 

6. What were the unexpected findings? 
 

• The link established between capital investment/flexibility and components 
• The overall lack of education/familiarity which plagues all actors involved in the homebuilding business. 
• Relevance of insurance issues. 
• Homebuyers being more educated than before and using internet as a primary information source when 

buying a house (specs and prices). 
• Insights into the squareness issue (components vs. foundation). 
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Calgary, November 8th, 2005 

 
1. What were the most important themes discussed? 

 
• Education needs in the building industry (not just for framers and homebuilders). 
• Doubts with regards to the cost advantages of prefab. Homebuilders want a neutral comparison between 

prefab and stick-built. They don’t have the time to experiment.  
• Green building techniques (energy efficiency in particular) – an interest of homebuyers and a marketing 

opportunity for homebuilders.  
• Code officials do not represent a significant obstacle to the use of prefab. 
• Prefabricated walls not perceived as integrating well with customized homes. This may indicate familiarity 

issues in terms of benefits and usage capacities. 
• Marketing of prefabricated walls to homebuilders and homebuyers is lacking. 
• Resistance from framers. 

  
 

2. How do these themes differ from what was expected? 
 
 I was expecting discussions about: 

• Higher use of prefabricated walls in Western Canada. 
• Cost advantages of prefabricated components in general. 

 
 

3. How do they differ from what was collected in other focus groups? 
 
• Homebuyers were perceived as having little knowledge or interest about building techniques.  
• Homebuilders do not believe prefab would allow savings on insurance premiums (different from Edmonton). 

 
 

4. What points need to be included in the report? 
 
Obstacles and Key specifiers 
• The customer is the most important key specifier after the builder. Yet, homebuilders seemed to agree about 

the fact that homebuyers don’t know much about construction. Homebuilders think their industry is driven by 
customers. 

 
• Framers charge per ft2 without regards to whether they use prefab or not. Nonetheless, prefab allows 

homebuilders to save time on projects. One builder who is using prefab walls said that framing a starter house 
with prefab walls takes between 5-7 days compared to 10 days using stick built. After three months, the 
performance of framers continues to increase (more gains in efficiency are expected). 

 
• Prefab wall panels would have to be trade friendly so that it does not make it more complicated for plumbers, 

electricians, etc. 
 

• Code officials were not perceived as an issue as long as homebuilders can have a local organization’s 
approval, a letter from an engineer, etc. Not having any of those can result in building code inspectors 
delaying a project. 

 



69 
 
 

 

• Pre-designing and engineering are very important. Homebuilders talked about how prefab walls integrate with 
regular walls (previous walls).  

 
• Walls have to fit what is described on the plan. 

 
Green building and energy efficiency 
• Homebuyers were interested in prefab walls partly because CMHC offered rebates for energy efficient homes. 

Consumers are aware of the financial benefits associated to these homes. 
 
• Customers are increasingly asking for energy efficient homes. As of now, less than 1% of homebuyers are 

interested in green homes. Customers generally prefer paying for hardwood than for energy efficiency. 
 
• Prefab walls allow to minimize onsite waste. Green building technique. 
 
• Homebuilders lack of knowledge about prefab walls. Many feared homebuyers asking too many questions 

about green building techniques. Quality if construction is what they promote. Not sure about how the two are 
linked. 

 
Suppliers 
• Competition amongst suppliers is what best ensures price stability. Components were not seen as a potential 

solution to the volatility of lumber prices. 
 
• One of the builders orders trusses and windows right at the beginning of a project. On time delivery for these 

two items is crucial because not having them can halt the whole project.  
 

• Homebuilders would like to know what suppliers can commit to in terms of volume. They are also interested in 
developing a working relationship.  

 
• Albertan homebuilders prefer to limit the number of suppliers they use (one-stop shop is ideal).  

 
• Homebuilders would expect wall panels to be manufactured and distributed through roof truss 

manufacturers. 
 
Cost  
• Homebuilders are sceptical of the savings associated with prefab walls. There is a need for an impartial 

comparison. Homebuilders do not have the time to experiment.  
 

• Homebuilders did not see components as a way to lower their insurance premiums. Calgary subcontractors 
are responsible for WSIB, hence using prefab walls does not benefit homebuilders directly in terms of 
insurance premiums. 

 
Customization 
• Custom homes do not allow homebuilders to benefit from savings associated with repetition and high volumes. 

Prefab walls require the homebuilder to think ahead. Homebuilders complained about the extent to which 
plans change and how it affects the potential for miscommunication and lawsuits (fault line). 

 
• Homebuilders who want to increase their use of prefab walls need to develop a working relationship with 

consumers. They need to select customers that are willing to accept less flexibility. 
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• Homebuilders were concerned with the fact that prefab walls do not allow for errors.  
 

Marketing 
• Lack of familiarity with prefab walls hinders their use. Homebuilders are not being approached by 

manufacturers or distributors (no push).  No marketing efforts are being made.  
 
• Prefab walls help from a sales standpoint. The building site is clean which allows future homebuyers to walk 

on the building site and keep their shoes clean. It looks professional.  
 

Possible innovations  
• Homebuilders would be interested in a LEGO-like system which allowed them to buy certain components.  

 
 

5. What were the best quotes? 
 
Cost savings 

• ‘If it is a custom home, we’re not sure what the economy is. It is not as easy to tell as in a production line. 
The little savings that add up over 500 houses whereas, in our case, by the time we figured out what the 
cost is, we could have already started’. 

 
• ‘I’m waiting for someone to do that cost-benefit analysis because it is a time consuming process to build two 

similar houses. I have too many things to do than bang my head against the wall’. 
 

Familiarity and education 
• ‘It did not fit. They were assuming different connecting points/techniques that our framers were not aware of. 

So, education that could go between the wall manufacturers and the assembly [is needed]. So, when the 
package shows up, they are thinking along the same lines’. 

 
Resistance from key specifiers 

• ‘There was [resistance from framers] initially. But, right now, with framers being in premium, you’re still going 
to pay them as much as you would stick frame. It depends on whether they really want to do it’. 

 
Customization 

• ‘I think we allow way more changes that we want to and there are a million reasons for this. Number one is 
trying to have a happy customer. Customizing is complicated’. 

 
• ‘I think we have to have the customer accept less flexibility’. 
 
• ‘Architectural controls when you’re building a big house. The committee can come back and say they don’t 

like your customer’s idea. The plan can change quite a bit until it is all wrestled out. I guess what I’m saying 
is that you have to develop a working relationship’. 

 
Technical issues 

• ‘Two areas where I think pre designing and engineering [is problematic]. Grad walls, I don’t know how they 
integrate with the base walls. There are a lot of variables where you end up making choices on site. Also 
walkout wall. We don’t figure out where the steps will be until the excavator is out’. 

 
Labour 

• ‘If there was a viable company ready to step up and meet demand, there would certainly be many looking at 
that because the labour thing is vagrant now. You’re up against a bunch of ‘ifs’ now in terms of cost’. 
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Green building 

• ‘Sometimes we’re afraid of being asked too many questions [on green building]. If we give them too many 
choices then they will be correcting us. So, we decided that it’s our job to build efficiently and cleanly’. 

 
Possible innovations 

• ‘I think [I would be interested] if there was a component system that you could buy pieces from like LEGO. 
I’ve used company X’s rim ply, and it’s an insulated panel as well, it was nothing big for the framers to learn 
to do. The thickness is all you needed to know. For 700$, the [homebuyers] were willing to pay a little extra 
for it. There would have to be a cost-benefit to it in three years since people in Calgary move every 5 years 
or so. So if it’s not going to save them money in 3-5 years, I don’t think they will do it’. 

 
 

6. What were the unexpected findings? 

 
• How the amount of customization demanded by homebuyers seems to burden homebuilders. 
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Phoenix, November 9th, 2005 

 
1. What were the most important themes discussed? 

 
• Cost is not much of an issue. Installed cost considering all trades is very important.   
• Labour availability is an important issue that Phoenix builders have to deal with. 
• Marketing for prefab walls is lacking. Innovative approaches have to be adopted.  
 

2. How do these themes differ from what was expected? 
 
 I was expecting:  

• Many builders to use prefab walls. 
• High awareness of the advantages of prefab walls. 
• Training of framers not to be an issue in the Phoenix area. 
• Prefab wall suppliers offering a wide variety of services to homebuilders. 

 
3. How do they differ from what was collected in other focus groups? 

 
• Very high dependence on subcontractors – they buy the materials for homebuilders. 
• Most homebuilders buy their lumber via subcontractors (turnkey suppliers). 

 
4. What points need to be included in the report? 

 
Labour 
• Labour is a big issue. Homebuilders have trouble finding framers.  
 
• The cost savings associated with prefab walls are cancelled out by higher pricing estimates from all 

subcontractors. Framers are charging the same as stick-built when installing prefab walls ($/ft2). 
 
• Ideally, homebuilders would like to have the same framing crew working on 3-4 projects. This would minimize 

the learning curve effect on pricing.  
 
Resistance from key specifiers 
• Homebuilders are dealing with a conservative industry. Experienced framers are not interested in learning how 

to work with prefab walls. Pricing estimates for prefab wall installation are equivalent to stick-built.  
 
Installation 
• Installation is expensive because the homebuilder needs to hire a crane.  
 
• Homebuilders would like prefab walls to be sold with the installation. Homebuyers favour turnkey suppliers 

although there is a feeling that using them makes homebuilders lose control on the quality of products 
delivered.  

 
Customization 
• Prefabricated walls were perceived as lacking the flexibility needed by custom homebuilders. 
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Perceptions  
• Homebuyers associate prefabricated walls with lower-end housing (repetitive projects). Homebuilders don’t 

want to use them because homebuyers will think they are trying to make more money (perceived as a cheap 
alternative to site-built walls). 

  
Other actors involved in homebuilding industry 
• Architects have to be trained with regards to what can be done using different building methods. There is a 

need for a unified approach. 
 
• Building inspectors do not represent an obstacle to the use of prefab walls; all they want to see is an 

engineer’s stamp. Closed panels did not appear to be an issue. All manufactured products carry a guarantee - 
ICBO (International Conference of Building Officials) – which seems to satisfy the building code requirements. 

 
Marketing 
• Need for more marketing of prefab walls vis-à-vis homebuilders.  
 
• Prefabricated wall manufacturers should create product lines and market them to homebuilders. 

 
• Need for a different terminology. Prefabricated is seen as the opposite of craftsmanship. Participants talked 

about post-tension slab and engineered walls as successful examples of marketing (from the homebuilder to 
the homebuyer). 

 
• TV show using prefab (e.g.: Extreme Home Makeover) would help homebuyers feel more comfortable with 

prefab wall panels by exposing them to the product. 
 

Supplier 
• Homebuilders have the subcontractors buying the materials they need in order to lock prices. Homebuilders 

buy packages (framer provides an estimate for material and installation). While it has advantages (logistics are 
not an issue), this practice can have an adverse effects on the quality of construction.  

 
• When using prefab walls, there should be a clear line of responsibility. Building schedule should be shared 

with the supplier. 
 

• Homebuilders expect prefab wall suppliers to help for take-offs and to guarantee prices.  
 

Insurance 
• Prefab walls are better suited to single-family houses. The multi-family sector is risky for homebuilders as it is 

litigation prone. Builders expose themselves to mould and termite-related lawsuits. Insurance premiums have 
increased as a result of this situation.  

 
• Building with wood has a significant impact on insurance premiums. 

 
Advantages of prefabricated walls 
• Waste, weather issues and onsite theft could all be reduced by using prefab walls.  

 
Homebuyers’ attitudes 
• Homebuyers are interested in cabinets and flooring (i.e. stuff they can see, feel and touch).  

 
• Regional variations in the customer base are significant. Tucson homebuyers are different from Phoenix’s. 

Amongst other things, the former are said to be more concerned with energy efficiency.  
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• Homebuyers shop for their house thinking about what the next buyer will be looking for (resale value). 

Homeowners generally stay in their house for 2-3 years after which they move up the ladder.  
 

Other 
• Right now, the economy is doing well so builders are not forced to change their way of doing business. 

However, when the market slows down, builders will want to make the most of the waning housing boom. 
 
• Some homebuilders feel that their job is to sell a house, not how it is made.  

 
• SIP panel manufacturers fail to see that they are in the framing business. They see themselves as being in the 

SIP business. There is a need for a broader perspective on their part.  
 
• Participants experimented with various wall building techniques (stick-built (2x6), panelized stick-built, ICF and 

SIP panels), but stick-built walls are still the norm. It can partly be explained by the lack of labour and its 
resistance to installing prefab walls (workforce near retirement).  

 
• Homebuilders were interested in having certain parts of a house prefab and others stick-built. Efficiency in 

superstructure (prefab for repetitive parts) vs. artsy stuff (stick-built).  
 

• Need for a new approach of making foundations. 
 

• R-value is a big selling point for customers. 
 
 

5. What were the best quotes? 
 
Labour 
• ‘Labour is a big issue. If you can’t get anybody to do it, well, you can’t do it!’ 
 
• ‘I was talking to my framer yesterday and he said he had 52 slabs and only 4 framing crews. Maybe we ought 

to get into the framing business! [laughs]’ 
 
• ‘We just finished a house using system X. I undertook it simply because it is pretty sound proof and fairly 

termite proof. I thought I would save a lot of time because of the labour involved, but it ended up taking just as 
long. The problem is that, if you don’t have the people with the experience, you have to wait for them. I didn’t 
think it was more efficient’. 

 
• The problem that I found with ICF was the trade contractors. They would see something different and the price 

would be [much higher]. Every time I brought something different to the table they would say: ‘Well, how am I 
going to do that?’ All of a sudden what you saved dissipated in the other trades. Everybody wants more 
money, so what did you gain?’ 

 
• ‘I’ve talked to a couple of contractors, but they wanted just as much to stick frame, so jeez go ahead and stick 

frame!’ 
 
• ‘[…] I still think there are efficiencies for the square superstructure, but, when you get to the real artsy stuff, it 

has to be a craftsman doing that type of work’. 
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Suppliers and price volatility 
• ‘With lumber being such a commodity, if you can incorporate a completely panelized system, and you can lock 

in your price today, and you see a massive increase by the time you’re actually ready to start construction, 
there may be efficiencies in cost savings. Commercially, it got so bad that we would let the plumber buy all his 
materials for the job, store it and give us an insured certificate for it. That’s how we would try to keep away 
from price escalation’. 

 
• ‘It has taken us probably 6 months to get a building permit. So, by the time you got everything put together, 

we’re putting our head on the chopping block saying we’ll do this for this much money. You sell the job and 
they run the whole codebook on a set of plans’. 

 
• ‘If there is someone out there who can manufacture these panels, install and guarantee prices: It’s a no-

brainer! But if we can’t do it, how are they going to do it?’ 
 

Technical issues 
• ‘Fitting is the key. If your foundation is off by half an inch, all of a sudden your savings are gone because 

everybody is sitting around and saying: ‘What are we going to do?’ That’s the problem: your foundation will 
never be 100% [square] and your walls are being made in a factory!’ 

 
Other actors involved in the homebuilding business 
• I think that when you are introducing a system, you need to educate the architect as to what is feasible with 

that system. If you are trying to do Tuscan architecture with a SIP, we are talking about a 2 000 or 3 000 years 
old design concept with technology that we have today using waste material and things like that. You have to 
give designers parameters even though they may not like that’. 

 
• ‘I typically do my own takeoffs and then I compare what I could do it for if I had a crew to what the subs are 

going to do it for. I know the subs are going to be higher. It depends on where you get it and when’. 
Homebuyers’ attitudes 
• ‘Structurally speaking, most people I’ve dealt with don’t care. As long as it’s a good strong building, meets 

code and is structurally sound. I don’t think I could sell on the basis of a panel’. 
 

Energy efficiency 
• ‘On the production side, we sell a lot of energy efficient homes. Radiant roof barriers, blown-in walls, blue 

foam on the exterior, etc. We sold a lot of that stuff because, in our range, if someone can save 20-30$/month 
in the long-run it makes a difference. But for someone buying a million dollar home, it does not mean a damn 
thing!’ 

 
Marketing 
• ‘People don’t like the name prefab, well you change it to something else! Engineered walls. Panelized system 

doesn’t sound so bad. Prefab panels sounds absolutely [terrible]. We are telling people we’re doing a post-
tension slab with engineered trusses, etc. Prefab is a mobile home [in the homebuyers’ minds]’. 

 
• ‘I always see small ads for SIPs in the back pages of magazines. You open the first few pages and there will 

be an ad from trus joist. It’s a massive two-page layout really marketing how good their product is. I think 
before we start seeing this stuff, it’s still going to be: ‘I don’t want to deal with that stuff!’. 

 
Other 
• ‘By and large, people don’t want to see me making more money than I make already. So, by marketing prefab 

walls, I don’t think it helps me. I think it hurts me’. 
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• ‘As the market slows down, efficiency may become the hot button because we’re not building as many 
houses, we’ve got to build them quicker for our cycle time. So, maybe prefab will come back in as this market 
slows down?’ 

 
 

6. What were the unexpected findings? 
 

• Homebuilders buy lumber packages (framers provide the homebuilder with a quote which includes materials 
and labour – i.e. turnkey suppliers). Thus, a fixed installed cost is something homebuilders tend to value in a 
supplier. 
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Boston, November 16th, 2005 
 

1. What were the most important themes discussed? 
 

• How building volumes help to assess the profitability of prefab 
• Modular and prefab products are characterized by a wide variation in quality 
• Importance of relationship with lumberyard (primary supplier) 
• Prefabricated walls and modular construction’s opportunity with younger generations 
• The impact of computers on homebuyers’ decisions 

 
 

2. How do these themes differ from what was expected? 
 
I was expecting:  

• Mostly custom builders 
• Not many prefab wall suppliers 
• Marketing issues 
• Overall low prefab wall use 

 
 

3. How do they differ from what was collected in other focus groups? 
 

• More emphasis put on building volumes and economies associated with the scale of operations 
• Lumberyard as main supplier – resemble pro-dealers 

 
 

4. What points need to be included in the report? 
 
Advantages of prefab walls 

• The main perceived advantages to using panels would be the speed of delivery and the possibility of hiring 
people with less experience (hence savings on labour costs). Labour savings in the factory is how the 
homebuilders explained the low price associated with prefabricated products. 
 

• Homebuilders did not think that using only wall panels would contribute to time savings. However, they agreed 
on the fact that complete prefab houses allow shorter delivery times. 

 
Perception issues 
• Homebuilders say homebuyers expect the value of the house to be 3 times higher than that of the lot (3:1). 

Hence, if the lot is worth 300 000$, people expect a 900 000$ home to be built on it. Homebuilders thought 
that prefabrication was inadequate for higher-end housing. Some believed that consumers would be able to 
tell that it is prefab. Homebuilders think that buyers paying for expensive houses don’t expect prefab walls. 

• Homebuilders feel that homebuyers do not know what they want. It is partly how they explained the fact that 
architects draw plans that are too expensive for their clients. 

 
• One homebuilder stated that the building technique a builder uses does not really make a difference for the 

consumer. What matters is how well the first homebuilder a customer sees sells his product. He stressed the 
importance of having the homebuilder and homebuyer getting along since they will spend a lot of time 
together. 
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• Consumer perceptions of prefabricated/modular will change. The elderly see these building methods as 
mobile homes. Middle-aged adults’ perceptions shifted away from the mobile home stereotype. Young adults 
are fairly educated. Younger generations don’t know much about construction, thus there might be an 
opportunity to increase market share using new marketing tools (e.g.: television).  
 

• One homebuilder (who had experienced with panels in the 1980’s as a larger builder) said building with panels 
did not feel like homebuilding. He did not feel in control. 

 
Cost and volume issues 
• Volume builders are the homebuilders which should be targeted by prefab wall panel suppliers/manufacturers. 

Larger builders have to answer to their shareholders (in the case of public companies) and every small saving 
has significant repercussions on profits because of the scale at which the activities are conducted. 
 

• Homebuilders doubt that cost savings would be passed along the chain of subcontractors. Homebuilders need 
to know if labour savings will make a difference once the house is finished building.  

 
• The prospect of saving 10¢/ft2 is only interesting for a builder with a certain production volume.  
 
Marketing 
• Importance of marketing your product as a homebuilder. One participant sold only modular houses. His sales 

pitch to homebuyers emphasizes a fixed price approach and the fact that changes are not possible after a 
certain date. Customers have to buy into that mindset. The modular builder organized lunchtime seminars to 
sell his product.  

 
• Consumer perceptions of prefabricated/modular will change. The elderly see these building methods as 

mobile homes. Middle-aged adults’ perceptions shifted away from the mobile home stereotype. Young adults 
are fairly educated. Younger generations don’t know much about construction, thus there might be an 
opportunity to increase market share using new marketing tools (e.g.: television).  
 

Labour 
• Finding labour to install prefabricated components is an issue. Homebuilders believed that tradesmen would 

be bothered if they were forced to use prefab walls. 
 
Supplier 
• Ideal supplier is a lumberyard. Lumberyards provide take-offs in areas other than expertise area and make it 

possible to entertain a business relationship. They require set of plans for quick quotes/take-offs. 
 
• A good supplier has a good service department, sells quality products, has a decent size and has a growth 

plan. The latter characteristic was brought up by the modular homebuilder. He is interested in growing 
together with his supplier.  

 
• Lead times did not seem to be an important issue. On time delivery is important. 
 
Other actors involved in the homebuilding industry 
• Homebuilding business is highly regulated. Building inspectors need stamps/signatures. Engineers look after 

engineers. Homebuilders were frustrated with the fees and delays related to code officials. 
 

• Architects like modular because it makes their life simpler. They are seen as wanting to be artists and not 
paying enough attention to costs implication for homebuyers. Homebuilders don’t like when potential 
homebuyers walk in their business with their own set of plans as they know most of them don’t have the 
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budget to afford them.  
 

Roof trusses 
• All but one builder used trusses as they make ductwork and plumbing simpler. The only exception was the 

modular builder who used rafters because it gave better access to the framers who have to attach the 
modules. 

 
Other 
• Irregardless of their preferred building method, homebuilders said that, in order to be successful, they have to 

commit to a building method and have all other aspects of their business revolving around that construction 
method. Building 3-5 houses/year is not enough to make that commitment. Commitment to prefab usually 
means the builder made a commitment to growth. 

 
• Computer demonstrations make people feel comfortable. It gives them the impression that a product is 

engineered. 
 
• Stick-built housing reinforces the «custom trend» because of the length of time it takes to build a house. 

Homebuyers can come by the house often during the 4-6 months prior to the delivery. Each visit is an 
opportunity to customize and make changes.  

 
• Some builders had problems with finished products being exposed to the weather. 

 
• 2x6 panels with skin were seen as an acceptable product. 

 
 

5. What were the best quotes? 
 
Customization 
• ‘We were limited in design, we were limited in the choices of option we could offer our customer, whereas with 

stick-built we could offer the customer everything the world had to offer’. 
 
• ‘My experience recently with modular is that I haven’t had any problems with customizing or complaints about 

it’. 
 

• ‘If you’re building small boxes and trying to stay in a price range, it’s OK. But, I know myself, and a lot of 
people I know, are high-end. Those kinds of people expect [being able] to make changes. ‘Change this! 
Changes that!’ They can be real bastards too!’ 

 
Cost 
• ‘You need to make sure the cost savings are there before you go from stick builder to panelized house. You 

need to know that the cost savings will make the difference. You’ve got to make sure that everybody that 
works on the house is going to pass those savings to you’. 

 
• ‘It’s going to boil down to labour. It used to be 50/50 [labour/material], but now the labour is getting to be more 

than the materials because of the cost of carrying overhead. Workman’s comp, medical benefits, insurance, 
tools, etc. That is escalating and going higher than the cost of materials’. 

 
Business attitude 
• ‘It has a lot to do with production too. If you’re looking for quantity, you’re going to look for speed. Time is 

money. This part of the country is very unique when it comes to the building industry. When you go out West 
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or in the Midwest, these Fortune 500 companies, they’re blowing 15, 16, 18, 20 thousand units per year. The 
guy at the very top of a publicly owned company has no idea who the customer is. They are into speed. When 
you have to answer to shareholders, they look at every dime that goes into [production]’. 

 
• ‘I think it is like anything. If you are going to do panels/modular, you have to commit to doing panels/modular. 

You have got to build the same relationship with the factory that you guys have with the lumberyards. The 
insurance company has to understand what you are doing and get some benefits out of that. Your whole office 
process has to fit that. You’re either in it or you’re not!’ 

 
• ‘I don’t think you make a commitment on three houses a year. I think that commitment is made on a larger 

scale that you’re going to grow it. That’s what I did’. 
 

• ‘Another key in modular is that you better be turnkey. You’re not going to do part of the job. The consumer is 
really buying us’. 

 
Marketing 
• ‘Part of our sales pitch is that there won’t be change orders, price creeps, etc. ; there won’t be any surprises. 

Our customers appreciate the fact that they know exactly what they’re going to pay. They approve the 
drawings before it goes into production. Once they are into that mindset, it makes our job much easier. We 
don’t even let them into the building before it’s all buttoned up’. 

 
Perceptions 
• ‘This is why I don’t go into modular. I feel the main issue is the value of the land. If you buy a lot for 300K$, 

you expect a house of 900K$. You can’t put up a modular house and get your money back. It has to be a 
custom built home’. 

 
• ‘Most customers, if you tell them you are building modular, they are not going to be interested’. 

 
• ‘We haven’t seen any reputation problem with modular. I think there was probably a generation older than me 

that may have had that perception. But that’s not our customer’. 
 

Supplier 
• ‘You can deal with one lumberyard, they all have connections with a truss manufacturer, floor distributors and 

some of them are getting into panels. You just give them your set of plans…’ 
 

Other actors involved in the homebuilding industry 
• ‘This industry is highly regulated. Checked and double checked and triple checked. How many times have you 

had a sceptic system designed by your engineer, you send it to the town and pay 75$ to have their engineer 
looking over your engineer? (Other participant) 75$ is a bargain!’ 

 
Roof trusses 
• ‘We do much more rafter systems than truss systems in our roof for a couple of reasons. One, it does not cost 

us more money. All the engineering is done at the factory. Number two, it provides a lot better access to our 
installers to be in that space without having to deal with trusses all over the place to bolt the building together’. 

 
Traditional industry 
• ‘I don’t know. Being born and bred as a stick-builder, I did not feel like we built a house’. 
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Advantages of prefabricated walls 
• ‘Speed and the fact that you don’t need that many experienced people. You need strong backs and one 

person with a brain […]. You pay one carpenter and four schmos. It’s a lot cheaper’. 
 

Consumer education/knowledge 
• ‘I think most people cannot tell the difference between stick built, modular and panels’. 

 
• ‘My daughter 23 years old, she does not know the difference between a modular and a spaceship!’ 

 
 

6. What were the unexpected findings? 
 
• I did not expect the modular builder to be the only participant using rafters. One has to wonder if it is a 

common practice in this industry.   
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Hartford, December 6th, 2005 
 

1. What were the most important themes discussed? 
 

• Installation is one of the keys to selling prefab walls to homebuilders. 
• The impact of labour scarcity on small construction firms.  
• Insurance advantages of prefabricated walls. 
• General lack of familiarity with prefabricated walls. Homebuyers and homebuilders need to be more educated 

about the product. 
• Lack of marketing for prefabricated walls. 
• Customization is important for customers. 

 
 

2. How do these themes differ from what was expected? 
 
I was expecting:  

• Small custom homebuilders. 
• Lack of familiarity, marketing and education. 
• Labour issues. 

 
 

3. How do they differ from what was collected in other focus groups? 
 

• Good point was made about insurance. 
• The capital investment benefits of prefabricated walls were interesting to small homebuilders. 

 
 

4. What points need to be included in the report? 
 
Flexibility and Customization 

• No changes can be made to a prefabricated house once an order has been placed; everything has to be 
perfect. The homebuilder who had tried prefab walls on one occasion said he waited for the foundations to be 
poured before placing his order.  

 
• Spec homes10 give homebuyers the impression that homebuilders are trying to get away with something.  

 
Services offered by supplier 

• Prefabricated wall manufacturers making a crane operator available to the homebuilder would facilitate 
product use. Crane operator was familiar with the product.  

 
• Every homebuilder did his/her own takeoffs. It allowed them to make sure all the material was included in the 

package and that suppliers bid on the same house. 
 

                                                      
10 

A spec home is one that is built "on speculation" by the builder when he or she hasn't identified a specific buyer for the home, 
but hopes to sell it during construction or shortly after construction is completed. If a buyer decides to purchase the home during 
construction, he or she probably will be able to request some degree of customization. A spec home can be a custom home, a 
semi-custom home or a production home.

   
Source: http://www.homebuilder.com/advice/article.aspx?article=HomeTypes&poe=homebuilder 
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• Panels have to be sold with a reasonably priced crew. It would know how to install the product and avoid 
having homebuilders worry about finding a framing crew. 

 
Marketing  

• Prefabricated walls need to be sold better to homebuilders and homebuyers.  
 
Consumer perceptions 

• Homebuyers are suspicious of homebuilders who are using new products. They are perceived as trying to cut 
costs. OSB and PEX tubing are tough sells in the Hartford market.  

 
Capital investment 

• Prefabricated houses were seen by homebuilders as the best way to flip houses, i.e. build a house without 
having to make a payment on it, i.e. homebuyer taking charge of the payments. 

 
Cost 

• Panelized construction perceived as costing the same or more than stick-built construction because of the 
crane, panel manufacturer (company), trucking, etc.  

 
Advantages of Prefabricated Walls 

• One of the advantages of prefabricated walls is the absence of waste material. It helps homebuilders save on 
waste haulage costs. The kits included a lot of extra material just in case. 

 
• Panelized construction’s main advantage is that it requires less qualified labour.  

 
• There was a feeling that panels would be somewhat of a hedge against lumber volatility. 

 
• Homebuilder who tried prefabricated system said he was impressed with the product’s overall quality. He said 

the fitting beat anything built onsite.  
 
Disadvantages of Prefabricated Walls  

• Prefabricated wall panels require too much planning in advance. They force homebuilders to be organized. 
Builders are not used to plan ahead of time. They like to decide which way the doors will swing, where the 
electrical jacks will be, etc. onsite.  

 
• Lead times are too long.  

 
Supplier 

• Panels were bought directly from the manufacturer. Lumber was supplied by lumberyards. Builders would 
prefer to avoid getting panels from lumberyards because there would too much impact on the price. They like 
to buy everything else in one place.  

 
• Some builders were faithful to one supplier (if prices are decent) hoping that the business relationship would 

pay-off in the long-term. Others had multiple suppliers bidding on material packages to get competitive pricing 
on each house. These builders noticed important differences between quotes using this method.  

 
• Service and competitive prices are the main attributes that homebuilders look for in a supplier.  

 
• Lead times were deemed important because homebuilders do not have a lot of time to waste before a project 

starts. They don’t want to wait after the panel manufacturer.  
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• Panel manufacturer offered homebuilders financing for land/subdivision.  
 

• Lumber yards are said to offer 60 days payment terms.  
 
Labour 

• Labour is a major issue. The price is high, the quality is low. Labour could be the main driver to an increased 
use of prefabricated panels.  With panels, everything fits perfectly.  

 
• Small homebuilders have difficulty getting a hold of labour (good or bad crews) because they can only provide 

them with a limited amount of work per year. If someone else offers them a big contract, they will not refuse.  
 

• Framing crews should be trained to work with prefabricated wall panels.  
 
Familiarity with prefabricated walls 

• There was a perceived gap in consumer education.  Builders working in areas characterized by higher 
education (University of Connecticut) said marketing should be directed at homebuyers (who would then ask 
homebuyers for prefabricated walls).  Builders working in areas in which consumers were less educated said 
marketing should target homebuilders (since homebuyers hardly know anything about homebuilding).  

 
• Homebuilders are unfamiliar with the benefits of prefabricated walls as well as with the product itself.   

 
• Homebuyers have to be sold to prefabricated walls. At the moment, they cannot differentiate it from regular 

stick-framing.  
 

Actors involved in the homebuilding industry 
• Architects were perceived as being only concerned aesthetics and as not knowing the building code.  
 
• Regular stick-framers are not interested in giving discounts when framing with prefabricated walls.  They are 

seen as a threat to their job security and the problem-solving aspect that they like about their job. The 
adoption of prefabricated walls means less work for framers (as the same number of houses is being built).  

 
Insurance 

• Prefabricated walls are beneficial in terms of insurance.  Because liability insurance premiums are calculated 
on the basis of the value of labour put into building a house, stick-framed houses involve higher insurance 
costs than panelized homes.  Using prefabricated walls entails higher material costs since the product comes 
in finished state. Lower labour costs result in less insurance costs. 

 
• Prefabricated walls reduce the homebuilder’s exposure to liability lawsuits (due to subcontractors).  

 
• Insurance companies are less and less interested in working with small general contractors. They prefer 

working with subcontractors.  
 

• Homebuilders say working with subcontractors is a nightmare in terms of insurance. Many are not insured and 
can file a lawsuit against homebuilders if something happens on the building site. 

 
Roof trusses 

• Consumers have a preference for conventional framing because it allows to leave space in the attic – storage 
room. Homebuilders use roof trusses regularly. The main issue with roof trusses is that the 3rd floor cannot be 
finished when trusses are used.  
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• Framers prefer stick-framing the roof because lumber is lighter than trusses.  
 
Other 

• Homebuilders believed that having a prefabricated wall manufacturer in the Hartford area would encourage 
the use of the product. This is especially true if the manufacturer trains crews to use its product, makes a crew 
available for hire or makes a crane available for hire.  

 
• Homebuilders deemed that prefabricated walls were better suited to building complex houses. It is not worth to 

use for simple homes since it is simple to stick-frame them.  
 

5. What were the best quotes? 
 
Customization 

• ‘You have to be perfect. It’s very difficult to make changes. You have a set of plans and that’s it. Once you 
sign off, you order and I build it, that’s exactly what you’re going to get’. 

 
• ‘It’s a tradeoff. If you are going to build a custom home with panels, that customer has to go through every 

room understanding that a lot of these things cannot be changed.  We really have to do our homework up 
front. When you get into those large tract developments, they just don’t let them change’. 

 
Marketing 

• ‘It’s easy to sell me a product, but you have to sell that product itself first. Most people are under the 
impression that they want douglas fir, plywood, etc. When somebody comes into a house and sees these new 
products, they think the builder or framer is trying to get away cheap’. 

 
• ‘I think if the industry had better sales for us to reach homebuilders who are interested in building inexpensive 

houses, especially if it is a spec house, because then you don’t have that customer problem. Because I agree, 
any customer that sees panelized or modular thinks it’s inferior. But for a spec house, the industry should be 
able to reach us and let us know that it’s better for us’. 

 
• ‘Until you are sold, then the customer is not going to be sold’. 

 
• ‘The only thing that you have to make people understand is that it is not modular. A panelized home is no 

different from stick-framed’.  
 

• ‘Once the customers start requesting it, then we will start using it’.  
 
Capital investment 

• ‘If you put a foundation in, and, a week later, the house shows up, and you set it on the foundation, by the time 
you make your first payment, the house could be sold. Whereas stick-frame, everybody knows it will take you 
about 3-4 months at least. So if you can turn a house quicker by doing a panelized or modular that is the name 
of the game!’ 

 
• ‘You want to flip a new house just like you want to flip a used house. If you can flip it before you have your 

money in it […] You buy a lot, you have your money tied up obviously. But if you can flip before you have to 
pay your concrete, labour, etc. […] that is the way to make the most money’. 
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Product quality 
• ‘I was happy to show the customer how good it was. I was proud of it. Those houses are probably the best 

houses I’ve ever built. Everything fit perfectly’. 
 
Labour 

• ‘The biggest problem right now is labour. Labour is really starting to be a killer. It is cost and quality’. 
 
•  ‘When they are busy, you have to wait for them. Things were busy the last couple of years so you had to get 

into the waiting line. I’m the type of guy that likes to make changes and, after I’m done, I like to make more 
changes’.  

 
• ‘If you are framing a house in a week or a week and a half, the framers are not going to be around’. 

 
• ‘If you take a stick-framer and he is charging 24 000$ to frame the house. You come along and say: ‘You only 

have to do half the work, I only want to give you 12 000$ to frame the house’. He ain’t coming. They want the 
24 000$ because we don’t have two houses to do in the same amount of time because we’re small’. 

 
• ‘We’re not so big that we can keep these guys on the job forever, they have got to go somewhere else and if 

they get more money elsewhere, you are not going to get your house built!’ 
 
Logistics 

• ‘Having to plan 1½ -2 months ahead of time. Plus a lot of time it is spur of the moment. You slow down in one 
area; you pop a hole, pour concrete in and build a house. You have got to be pretty much organized. You 
have to be specific on what lengths you want, where the windows have to be, etc.  It is more time consuming. 
Sometimes, it is a lot easier to turnaround and stick frame’.  

 
Customer knowledge 

• ‘Of all the houses I sell, I would say 1% of customers look at the windows’. 
 
Insurance 

• ‘If you hire a subcontractor who is a framer, do you think everybody that works on his crew works for him? I 
hate to tell you that they don’t. Your framer is his own company and everybody that works for him is a 
subcontractor. So, if you hire Joe Schmoe’s framing company and one of his workers, who is a subcontractor, 
falls and gets injured, the first person he is going to sue is the person he works for. If that guy doesn’t have 
enough insurance, the next person he is suing is you. You have to have a signoff for everybody that works on 
that job […] If you think that, when you hire a framer, every person that works on that works for him, you are 
extremely mistaken’. 

 
• ‘If you don’t carry a blank workers’ comp, I’m telling you, it is going to happen to you’. 

 
• ‘The only thing I can think of where panelized would be a cheaper alternative is when we hire subcontractors 

we pay so many dollars per 1 000$ of subcontractors on our liability.  What we’ve recently done is we break 
down all subcontractor bills into material and labour because you don’t pay that on materials. So, if I hire an 
electrician for 20 000$, when he writes his bill to me, it’s 10 000$ labour and 10 000$ materials. It is just like I 
bought that material from [company X]. I don’t pay additional liability on that material. So if I’m buying panels, 
all the labour that went into the panels, I’m not paying any of that because it is a material cost versus a labour 
cost’. 
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Familiarity with the product 
• ‘I think anybody in this room would use [prefab walls] if it was sold to us under the right circumstances. I think 

unfamiliarity with how that product would help you is really important. And again, we are not used to planning 
things out that much. We want to start building and decide how we finish it after we get going’. 

 
 

6. What were the unexpected findings? 
 
• High awareness of the insurance benefits associated to prefabricated walls.  
• Homebuilders’ aversion towards planning in advance. 
• Small homebuilders’ sensitiveness to labour issue.  
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Moncton, December 20th, 2005 
 

1. What were the most important themes discussed? 
 

• Resistance from homebuilders – perceived disadvantages associated with prefabricated walls 
• Strong resistance from code officials 
• Product availability 
• Familiarity with prefabricated walls 
 

 
2. How do these themes differ from what was expected? 

 
I was expecting:  

• Resistance from homebuilders as being the main issue at stake 
• Labour issues to be important 

 
 

3. How do they differ from what was collected in other focus groups? 
 

• Code officials have an important role to play in product use. 
• Prefabricated walls are not easily available to Moncton homebuilders. 
• Installation not as much an issue as elsewhere. 

 
 

4. What points need to be included in the report? 
 

Code officials 
• Code officials are important key specifiers.  They are wary of engineered products even when they bear 

engineer stamps (i.e. no liability for them).  Building inspectors represent an important hurdle to the use of 
prefabricated components.  

 
• Code officials are not as sensitive with modular/panelized homes.  They have been educated about these 

products (e.g.: facility tours) and they know that products made in factories undergo quality control 
procedures.  

 
Key specifiers 
• Homebuilders said they are the main key specifier since architectural plans do not dictate which material to 

use.  However, homebuyers also have a lot of input.  This contradiction can be interpreted as though 
homebuilders decide which building technique they do not want to use and are open to accommodating 
customer preferences.   

 
• Many builders said homebuyers do not mind which building technique is used for structural purposes.  They 

are, nevertheless, very interested in appearance products such as countertops, cabinets and flooring.  
Homebuyers give a lot of importance to which builder is doing the actual construction – the technique and 
materials builders want to use are generally easily sold to Moncton homebuyers.  
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Availability 
• Panels are not easily available to homebuilders.  The only way to get panels is if you buy a complete 

[panelized] house.  
 

Familiarity with the building system 
• Most builders are not familiar with panels are not predisposed to change building methods.  
 
• A small homebuilder in his first year in business acknowledged that he was not familiar with prefabricated 

components.   
 
• Homebuilders said building inspectors should be more educated about building products.  A new product in 

Moncton is generally an old product in the rest of Canada. Code officials should be familiar with these 
products if they are used everywhere else in Canada.  

 
Flexibility and Customization 
• The perceived lack of flexibility of panels hinders their use by homebuilders. Builders prefer stick-built because 

it is easier to solve problems as they occur.  
 

• The modular/panelized builder implemented a process that shortens the homebuyers’ windows of 
opportunities to make changes to the house.  Once the order is placed, homebuyers are not allowed into the 
house before it is finished.  It usually takes this company three weeks to build a panelized house from start to 
finish.  

 
Service/Product support 
• One homebuilder who was acting as a distributor for a modular panelized home manufacturer said that his 

crews liked to work with modules/panels.  A supervisor [provided by the manufacturer] was present onsite for 
the first few projects to ensure the crews understood how to work with their product.  He believed 
homebuilders could benefit from tapping into that resource.  

 
Disadvantages of using prefabricated walls 
• One homebuilder said that building a customized home with panels takes more time than using stick-built.  He 

did not see any benefits to switching building methods.  
 
• Builders using prefabricated walls advocated the efficiency gains versus strictly looking at costs up front.  The 

overhead costs assumed by panel manufacturers are perceived as compensating for the reduced labour costs 
(in factory).  In fact, many homebuilders thought that it was more costly to build with prefabricated walls or 
modules.  

 
• Panels were not seen as a hedge against price volatility.  A homebuilder said he was only concerned with 

prices for OSB panels.  
 

Labour 
• Subcontracting labour is seen as a double-edged sword for builders who have their own crews.  On the hand, 

it helps slash costs.  On the other hand, using subcontractors too often could result in crews looking for work 
elsewhere.  The labour situation does not seem to be a major factor in Moncton.  
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Suppliers 
• Most homebuilders get their supplies from retailers (e.g.: Home Hardware) who also supply homebuilders.  

Homebuilders ask for a material list and buy material packages from their suppliers. Most prefer to deal with 
one supplier.  The modular builder bought his supplies from these retailers’ suppliers because the volume of 
his operations allowed him to do so. 

 
Marketing 
• Prefabricated walls have to be sold primarily to homebuilders.   

 
• Marketing a product to consumers can be an effective way to make homebuilders use a building technique.  

They are generally more open to alternative building systems than builders are.  
 

Business strategy 
• Homebuilders feel they have to commit to one building method.  They cannot build using regular framing 

lumber on one project and panels on another.  
 

• Prefabricated walls is thought of as being better suited for production homebuilders (400-600 homes/year) 
who can afford to limit their profit level per house to increase their overall profits on a yearly basis.  Repetitive 
projects (e.g.: building a subdivision) were also seen as being suited to prefabricated walls.   

 
• Small homebuilders were interested in increasing their production capacity (e.g.: getting the opportunity to 

build one subdivision) but wondered what the costs were in terms of profits.  Building more houses to get the 
same profits is not attractive for homebuilders. Builders are generally conservative in their homebuilding 
habits.  They are not willing to take risks even though these risks can generate more sales.   

 
Other 
• Some Moncton builders prefabricate components in their shops in order to facilitate construction during the 

winter despite higher costs in terms of production time, transportation and logistics.  
 

• Engineered floor joists are commonly used by Moncton homebuilders.  Some still use 2x10s. 
 
• SIPs and prefabricated walls perceived by one homebuilder as a building method used by homebuilders who 

are not happy about the way they are working.  
 
• Truss manufacturers are perceived as being the most likely to enter the market for prefab walls.  

 
5. What were the best quotes? 

 
 Familiarity with prefabricated walls 

• ‘When you are not familiar with a product, it is tough to start using it’. 
 
 Product availability 

• ‘I am not aware of somebody selling just panels.  You guys [refering to a modular home manufacturer/builder] 
are selling complete packages so availability has been an issue.  Flexibility, when you’re framing on your own, 
you don’t have any problems with accuracy and delivery’. 

 
 Advantages of prefabricated walls 

• ‘We find a great advantage in efficiency with panels because they allow us to do more volumes […].  Our folks 
love to deal with it.  Once you have done two or three they’re pretty quick’. 
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 Service/Product support 
• ‘[Company X] will send their site supervisor to guide the guys through their first and second project and there 

is a supervisor that visits every project to make sure there is no difficulties.  A bigger company that could help 
crews is good.  That’s a big help’. 

 
 Flexibility/customization 

• ‘The more opportunities you give the customer to change, the more delays there will be [and] the more pain for 
the contractor.  So, if you take that window of opportunity away, the less pain [there will be]’. 

 
 Costs 

• ‘They have a lot more overhead than a small company.  They’ve got efficiency and marketing, but they have 
costs that we don’t have and they expect to make a profit too!’ 

 
• ‘If I buy panels from him, my labour is going to be lower onsite and higher elsewhere.  So, [in the end], it will 

be the same’. 
 
 Key specifiers 

• ‘Hardly any of the plans come from architects or engineers.  We have to get an engineer and get it to 
specifications and ask the customers what they want for siding, for this and that… The input comes from the 
customer 100%’. 

 
• ‘Integrity of the building, I find that I have more of an impact that anybody else.  I find that the homeowner 

doesn’t even realize that I get an engineer because I use pre-engineered joists and trusses […].  It is my 
preference’. 

 
 Resistance from code officials 

• ‘Code officials don’t believe in the engineered stuff.  If you got regular rafters and regular 2x10s they won’t say 
nothing.  If you got engineered trusses and engineered systems, you have to bring them the [engineer’s] 
certificate.  So I don’t understand the philosophy of inspectors.  We’re using their stuff, but we still have to 
bring them their papers! […]  It should be end of argument as soon as something is stamped’.  

 
• ‘The span tables put out by the CWC did not match the spans listed in the code, but, if you look at the front of 

the code, one is based on the other.  So I’ve had a couple of arguments with inspectors.  If you win one battle, 
you have lost the war’. 

 
• ‘When we start using something in Moncton, it has usually been around a long time in Canada. I am smart 

enough to know that and I am not a building inspector!  With engineered products, I’m surprised they want to 
argue it because once it is approved it puts them off the hook.  You only get that [attitude] in Moncton’.  

 
 Business strategy 

• ‘It would be a hard sell to convince me to do two houses of your panelized and ten stick-built.  You do 
manufactured or you do stick-built’. 

 
 

6. What were the unexpected findings? 
 
• High level of resistance from code officials 
• Labour shortage not as much an issue as elsewhere 

 
 


