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Renovating for Profit

Dear Reader,
Thank you for reading the guide. We hope it is helpful to you.
Deciding to refurbish or extend a property can be both exciting and terrifying, particularly
if you have not undertaken anything similar before.
However, there are some basic steps you can take to ensure that you have as smooth a
ride as possible and a rewarding result.
Property Cohort have collaborated with architect Sarah Williams to bring you this guide
on renovating for profit.
Sarah is an award-winning architect and RIBA client advisor who has been helping clients
for the last 25 years, designing and delivering their projects, from small renovations and
extensions to multi million pound developments.
For more information on Sarah please go to www.myarchitectadvisor.com
If you would like any more information on renovating for profit, or if you would like to
know our opinion on any of the topics mentioned, please feel free to contact us on info@
propertycohort.co.uk or @PropertyCohort.
Best wishes,

Property Cohort Team
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Brief

Why do I need a brief?
It’s important that you establish the scope of work to
your property at the outset to ensure it fits within
your overall strategy and so that you can determine
the level and standard of work that needs to be
undertaken.
For example, the work required for refurbishing a
property to flip could be different from one that you
intend to hold and let. For example, the quality and
type of floor finish or fixtures and fittings may well
be different in terms of aesthetic appeal, durability
and maintenance.

What is a brief?
A brief is a written document that encapsulates your
vision, goals and objectives, what you want the
outcomes to be, how you see the property being
used, what the longer term aspirations are, what
rooms are needed and the level of finish. This will
evolve but should be frozen or fixed fairly early on so
that the works can be properly priced.
This is all about ensuring that your project delivers
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what you need and what you want. It’s also important
to understand the value you derive from setting a
good brief; it makes you think about all the important
issues, it makes you think longer term and it should
prompt you to ask questions about everything from
how to add value, how much help you need to
deliver the project, what your timescales are and so
on. The brief also helps you articulate your
requirements to your builder.

What’s in a brief?
Some basic elements would include your goals
around time, level of support, budget, layouts,
numbers of rooms, specification, level of work and so
on. You might start out with 10 top goals and then go
on to consider your requirements in detail.
Some things to consider might include:
• Do I Refresh, Refurbish, Remodel or Extend?
• Should I speak to agents?
• How do I set the standard/level of finish?
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Do I Refresh, Refurbish, Remodel or
Extend?
If this is your first project, then I would highly
recommend you start with a refresh project as
opposed to a full gut and refurbishment, unless you
have nerves of steel and deal well with stress! When
selecting a property for investment you will need to
be clear on the cost of any of the work required in
order to check that the numbers stack up before
purchase.
A refresh may involve light decorations, replacing
cupboard doors in a kitchen, and generally tidying
up. This is likely to be a buy and hold investment for
letting. A full refurbishment could take the property

back to its shell and require full modernization and
bringing up to standard. You may even be looking to
extend and in both cases doing so to add value
through the reorganisation of rooms (e.g. adding a
new bedroom or bathroom, converting a house into
an HMO etc.)
The basic question for any of these options will be :
What does it cost to do the work? And does it add
enough value to the property both in terms of equity
and/or rental returns?
These are amongst the most critical elements to get
right; otherwise your investment may not be a
profitable one.

Should I speak to agents?
One place to start in determining some of these
questions is to speak to local agents to understand
what the property would be worth once complete
and/or what rent it would then command. You can
then do the sums and see whether they add up. You
will have to satisfy any lender that this is the case if
you want to release equity or borrow via a mortgage.
As your experience increases, the easier this gets and
hence my recommendation to start small!
The point here is that you’re going to need to get
estimates for the work prior to you purchasing the
property, so more of that later…

If thIs Is your fIrst project,
I recommend you start
wIth a refresh project as
opposed to a full gut and
refurbIshment

How do I set the standard/level of finish?

will want as durable a finish as possible.

Whether you’re looking at a vanilla BTL, a flip, a
conversion of a unit to an HMO or a serviced
apartment, the standard, quality and level of finish
may be different and this will also be determined by
location. For example, if you are wanting to refurbish
and/or extend a property to flip, then the type of
fittings and fixtures will need to be of a high enough
specification (think kitchens and bathrooms) to entice
buyers. This will be different to enticing
tenants to let the property where you, as landlord,

Agents can advise you on your particular area.
Visiting other similar properties can also be helpful.
You want to achieve the best possible return for your
investment but you may also want to sell quickly, if
flipping for example, and so all these issues need to
be carefully weighed up when determining the level
of finish. However, always bear in mind that if you
cannot sell, you may end up renting in the short term.
It’s best you plan for every eventuality.
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Site

Why is de-risking (or reducing my risks on)
a project critical to saving time and
money?
De-risking a project is something that the seasoned
professional should always be doing. Often, this can
meaning spending more time (and possibly www.
myarchitectadvisor.com money) up front to ensure
that all the known (and unknown!) risks have been
accounted for, programmed and understood. Its also
worth having a go at anticipating any potentially
unknown risks if you can and putting a cost to all of
them. For example, if you think an extension is a
possible solution, then understanding your site is
paramount.
The soil make up will determine the type of
foundation, and so on. If it’s a renovation project,
then there are issues you need to be aware of, such
as services like drainage and the state of the
buildings infrastructure: heating, plumbing and
electrics. Not making the necessary cost and time
allowances early on can cost you dearly at a later
stage and cause cost escalation and delay.

Do I need Surveys?
Refurbishing existing buildings is often riskier than
building new, as you are never quite sure what you
might find. However, surveys and a good initial
review of your property and site can reveal whether
there are likely to be problems and quite often
solutions can be agreed and costed from the outset
with your builder (and/or reduce the purchase price).
Doing the work upfront can potentially reduce cost
increases later on and resultant delays to your project
programme.
If you are doing a full gut, them a homebuyers report
may not be as useful as a full structural survey. I
would always recommend commissioning a decent
survey, particularly if you lack experience:
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A selection of considerations that may impact development
and costs of extending your property:
• Are there any existing covenants or wayleaves on the site that may prevent work to
the property?
• Do you have the accurate boundary line for
your site and property (e.g. particularly where
there are party walls) to ensure you are able to
do the work that you want?
• Is there mains water and where are the routes
into the site/property-will this work with your
proposed layout?
• Where are mains electricity/gas into the
site property and will this work with your
proposed layout?
• Where are the drainage and sewer runs
soakaways and will this work with your
proposed layout?

• What are the ground conditions and will they
have an impact on the cost of foundations?
• Are there any planning restrictions that could
prevent you from building where and what
you want?
• Is the site sloping which could increase costs
and cause potential drainage issues?
• Are there any mature and/or protected trees
that will prevent you from developing in a
particular location?
• Is the site susceptible to flooding and will
this cause you insurance issues and affect any
development?
• Is there any Japanese knotweed in the area?

A selection of considerations that may impact development
and costs of refurbishing your property:
• What is the basic construction of the property
and is it mortgageable?

• How old is the boiler and heating system and
does it need upgrading or replacing?

• Are there any cracks or possible subsidence
issues?

• Has there been water ingress over time that
has caused problems?

• Can you smell damp or spot dry rot, wet rot
or woodworm?

• What are the electrics like and do you need a
new consumer unit and a full rewiring of the
property?

• Is the roof structure robust and the covering
in good condition?
• Is the structure capable of withstanding an
extension?

• Are there any signs of asbestos?
• Are there any other Infrastructure
requirements we need like cable, IT, lighting
etc.?

You can ask your surveyor to check for any of the above when they are undertaking their survey,
particularly if you have concerns. If any of these or other risks are known or thought to be a possibility,
then ensure you include an allowance in your budget for their mitigation.
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Budget
Why is establishing a realistic budget so
important?
An investment property is just that: You are investing
to make a return on your hard earned cash and one
area that this can go very wrong is to overspend on
the build. This ultimately eats into your profit and in
the worst-case scenario, could see you out of pocket,
particularly if you are refurbishing to flip the property.
This is why getting this right is critically important.

How do I establish a realistic budget?
All sorts of factors are going to affect the cost of your
project; any particular site conditions (if extending)
the design of your extension and the amount and
level of your refurbishment, the specification and
finish of your fixtures and fittings, the materials used
and the detailing of the construction, to name a few.
Your location also plays a part due to labour prices
and general overhead costs of the builder. To get a
very generic cost you can go to one of the many
calculators on line. However, treat these tools with
caution. They usually represent a basic build
specification and do not include for any particular
design requirements, high specifications or fixed
furniture and equipment such as kitchens, sanitary
fittings and other items. Remember the biggest
budget buster is often not overspending on the
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project during the process but is actually a result of
not starting out with a realistic budget in the first
place. As mentioned, a lot of unforeseen costs tend
to be in the ground so do your homework and make
sure there are allowances made for all these items.
You can also build up an estimate of costs using a
basic excel spreadsheet, listing every item, any risks
and an associated cost. This forms part of the
wider cost spreadsheet you should have, which
includes all purchase, finance, legal and other costs
so you know to the penny what this project will
be costing you. You need this prior to purchase.
Make allowances if you don’t have fixed costs but it
should be possible to work out the majority of these
early on.
And remember estimates are very different to
quotes. Do not confuse the two. An estimate is just
that. You want fixed quotes as much as possible to
tie down costs early on. Robust prices are only really
received when the project is tendered and a
quotation received from builders interested in your
project. However, you’re going to need, at the very
least, an estimate from the builder before you
purchase so they will need to view the property with
you and you will need to articulate what work you
want to do. They can then provide a quote once you
have more detailed information and this should
happen as soon as possible.
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How do I stick to my budget?
The next obvious point is that you must then stick to
your budget. This may mean negotiating with your
builder and making changes and compromises.
You will have identified all the big-ticket items such
as works to the roof, structure, plumbing, heating,
electrics, new kitchens and bathrooms in your
brief that you shared with your builder on your site
visit. You may have a project manager that’s helped
to pull a cost plan together. This is great if you
lack experience or time and can find the right
individual. You must be ruthless in sticking to your
budget or you could be facing a nasty final account
at the end of the project.

Are there any Budgeting tools?
There are a number of tools on line that give you
very high-level costs but do beware as previously
noted. There are now also online services available
where can send your drawings and specification
(digitally) and they have the software that enables
them to produce a fully costed set of rates. They
can also estimate work schedules, i.e. days of work

for the contractor per stage, programmes, cashflow
requirements and even a materials ordering
schedule.
This does depend on the information you input into
the software and so if it is a complex project, you
will probably need an architect or surveyor and they
can lead on this to ensure all the necessary
information is in place to produce something of use.
However, you would only probably use this on
larger and more complex projects that required
professional input. You will need a full set of
drawings and specification if you wish to use this
service.

Should I Hold a Contingency?
It goes without saying that you must always hold a
contingency for any project. This should be at least
10% of the build cost and maybe more on older
properties, depending on their condition. This is for
you to keep in your back pocket and not to share
with the builder. When the unknown arises, which it
will, you will have some money to cover this. Make
sure this included in your budget from the outset.
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Team
Which professionals do I need and why?
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Which professionals do I need and why?
When commencing a project, it’s sometimes hard to
know who you are going to need to help you on your
journey and this is important as it’s going to affect
your budget, timescales and potential stress levels.
On large complex projects, there is often a very long
list of consultants and specialists that are needed.
However, on an extension and/or renovation project,
this can be far simpler depending on your
requirements. When it’s an investment property,
people tend to work closely with the builder and
perhaps a project manager, if they are lucky enough
to find one.
Cost is obviously a significant factor but it’s worth
taking a wider view from the outset, and being
realistic about your own abilities and availability. If
you are considering an extension you will need to

understand whether you need planning approval or
whether it will be allowed under permitted
development. You may then need to enlist an
architect, architectural technologist or surveyor to
help you prepare the drawings to submit.
You will most definitely need building control
approval and if you are doing any structural
alterations, you may require the services of a
structural engineer. Some builders are also able to
provide these services, but calculations will need to
be submitted for approval. Other consultants that
you may need include party wall surveyors (for
example if you are affecting the party wall between
properties,) building surveyors, planning consultants
but this will all depend on the complexity of your
project.
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Local Authority

What is the difference between planning and building control?
Contrary to some misconceptions, Planning and Building Control are two quite separate areas for
consideration even though your Local Authority will implement both;

1

Planning issues are dealt with by the Development
Control department of your Local Authority.

2

Building Control issues are dealt with by the
Building Control department of your Local Authority.

The planning department is responsible for
protecting the character of your area and from
potentially unacceptable changes of use. They
balance your right to build or develop against any
concerns others, like neighbours may have. Other
issues that will be considered include roads, parking

9

9

and safety issues to do with your development.
Building control departments are there to ensure that
your designs comply with the latest building
regulations and standards to make sure you have a
safe, well built and operationally successful building.
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What’s the difference between Permitted
development and planning permission?
When you are planning an extension, new build or in
certain cases renovations, planning permission may
be required, depending on the circumstances.
Alternatively your development may fall into the
‘permitted development’ category, in which case a
formal planning application is not required.
A certain amount of ‘minor work’ is allowed under
‘permitted development rights’ without having to
apply for consent, for example porches, small
extensions, conservatories and the like, as long as
they are within the limitations imposed. Of course
the council can remove these rights if they have
particular concerns and also these rights do not
apply if your building is listed or for example if your
property is in a conservation area. To avoid any
issues, it’s always best to check with your planning
officer in the first instance.

How do I deal with building control?
Any works to your property will need to meet the
building regulations (or building standards) and you
will need to get consent whether or not you need
planning permission. You will receive a final
certificate from your building control officer at the
end, which effectively means your building is safe
and can therefore be mortgageable. You must
produce this document when you come to sell so
make sure you keep hold of it.
Ultimately your builder will be responsible for
complying with the regulations. They will need to

liaise with the building control officer throughout the
project, as they will be signing off elements at key
stages.

What is a party wall and what does it
mean if I have one?
If your project involves any work to a party wall you
may well need to consult with a party wall surveyor.
A party wall divides properties and can either be
under shared ownership or belonging to one owner,
but used by the adjoining owner to separate their
buildings. Obvious examples include terraced homes
and the party walls that divide them. A wall can also
be a party fence wall if it is not part of a building – so
this could be a garden wall. Timber fences do not
count as party fence walls.
The party wall act also covers floor structures, which
separate dwellings, for example in flats or houses or
multiple homes within one building. If any work is
likely to have structural implications on the party wall
or effect the strength and stability of that wall/
structure (and this includes building within a certain
distance of the adjacent foundations) then you must
take advice and you will be obliged to notify your
adjacent owners two or more months before the
works begin and at least one month before the
excavation works begin. There is a defined process
around serving notice. Seek advice early as it can
delay projects and be very expensive to sort out.
Work to party walls for small investment projects is
best avoided if at all possible. You can get 30
minutes of free advice from the RICS helpline and
faculty of Party Wall surveyors.

plannIng and buIldIng control are two quIte
separate areas for consIderatIon even though
your

local authorIty wIll Implement both.
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Approach
Why are communications so important on
a project?
Studies have revealed that one of the most critical
success factors on any build project is effective
communication with all those involved. Not all
projects will succeed. On average two in five projects
do not meet the projects original goal or vision and
one half of these unsuccessful projects are related to
ineffective communication. So make sure you are not
one of these statistics Communications and a positive
mindset are crucial to a successful building project.
Many problems in the world of construction are
caused by a breakdown in communications between
various parties, swiftly followed by a blame mentality
and these two together can result in an irretrievable
situation.

How do I communicate with my team and
builder?
The best way to approach a building project is for all
players to participate as team members and think
about the project as one based on collaboration. This
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can of course be tricky, but in my experience, projects
that are successful tend to start with a very good
understanding of what each party is responsible for, a
good understanding of expectations and a can-do
approach by all.
Maintaining good communications throughout the
process with your team is a must with everyone
involved: the local authority, planners, neighbours,
designers, contractors and basically anyone involved
in the process and this is an absolutely critical aspect
of any build project. The technical issues are really
the easy part in many ways as there is usually a
solution to these. It’s the softer side of relationships
that can cause the biggest issues.
Tips include agreeing preferred communication
methods between you and your builder and team,
being clear and concise in your instructions, sticking
to the facts and avoiding emotional exchanges,
being good at making decisions and sticking to them
and not becoming best mates with your builder.
Maintain a distance whilst remaining friendly and
professional.

Renovating for Profit
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Design

How can I add value?
Adding additional bedrooms, new kitchens and
bathrooms are usually a sure fire way to add value.
Any creative re-planning that solves a current
problem also usually works. For example, adding
bathrooms to upper floors as opposed to one single
bathroom on the ground floor (well in England at
least!) or enlarging a small kitchen into a family
kitchen/diner can really help push up the value of the
property (particularly if refurbishing to flip.)
Converting a loft space or garage can also be a
cheaper option of increasing floor area.
Consideration must also be given to the house/flat
and its location. What may be appropriate for a
larger, more expensive house may not be appropriate
for something smaller. Ultimately, there is usually a
ceiling on the asking price depending on the location
and type of house. It’s obviously worth talking to a
couple of agents before making any decisions to
asses what is likely to help sell or add more value to
your particular property and what the level of
specification and scope of work should be. This is
also true of rents.
Poorly designed extensions and renovations can
have a detrimental effect on the value of the property
and can detract from the existing spaces, if not well
designed. Don’t be tempted to create lots of smaller
spaces in attempting to cram in more rooms and
think carefully about the sizes of spaces you are
creating, particularly if you are looking to sell.

poorly desIgned extensIons and renovatIons can have a detrImental
effect on the value of the property and can detract from
the exIstIng spaces, If not well desIgned.
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Builder

I need a builder-any recommendations?
Probably one of the most critical elements on any
build project is to employ the right builder. When I
speak to people about how successful their projects
have been it often tends to rest with the builder. Get
a good one, and people tend to have had a good
experience (within the realms of what is possible!).
Get a bad one, however, and it tends to have ended

in recriminations, poor quality work and stories of
nightmare proportions. It’s therefore imperative you
get this bit right, no matter who is or who is not
helping you. It’s not as easy as it sounds of course
and there are never any guarantees that you’ve found
the right one.
There are different ways of running a project but I
suspect you’ll be going down a main contractor route
but here they are in any event:

There are different ways of running a project:
•
•

Employ a main contractor to do everything

Directly employ separate trades and either manage it yourself or have
someone else manage it for you
• Self build the whole thing

I’m going to assume you are, in all likelihood, going to be undertaking the first option as directly employing
subcontractors or self build is clearly for experienced home renovators and extenders only.

How do I spot a competent versus a
rogue trader?
I would steer clear of a builder who:
• Refuses to give you their details or gives false
details
• Doesn’t or wont give you references
• Tells you they belong to a particular trade
association when they don’talways check that

they do belong with the organisation
• Refuses to sign a contract (this can be tricky with
smaller projects but even some terms are better
than nothing) Will not give you a written quote
• Has questionable financial practices
• Quotes significantly lower than the other builders
(ultimately they probably have no intention
of sticking to those numbers or may be so
inexperienced they do not know how much the
work would normally cost)
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>>> Continued
What to do for in a competent builder
• Arrange to speak to a previous client (s) to find
out if:
• The work was completed to the right standard

• If you speak to past 2 or 3 clients (not family
members!), you will have gone along way in
determining whether they are competent.
• Speak to your local building inspector, architects
and other professionals to find out whether they
know them and what they think

• The builder finish on time

• Do a credit check on the business

• The builder stuck to the budget and if not what
were the reasons

• Does their tender price appear to be fair and
reasonable

• They were tidy and efficient on site

• Check up on references

• They had trades working throughout

• Are they happy to sign a contract and provide
references

• They were easy to work with/deal with

You will need to get quotes from a number of
builders to compare costs and although this is
difficult in some areas, it’s a must. Make sure you
give the builder enough detailed information such
as a specification (as a minimum) and drawings in
order to get a realistic quote for the work. You will
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then need to assess the tender returns and make
your decision. There is a wealth of information you
need to understand about the process in order to
not get burnt, but unfortunately not enough space
here to go through this in detail.

Renovating for Profit

Building

What should I expect?
Any building project is going to go wrong at times.
I’m afraid this is the nature of the beast and the
thing to remember is that you need to take decisive
action to avoid it escalating out of hand. Obviously,
one of the benefits of living close to your property, is
that you are on hand to resolve issues as and when
they arrive (although equally it may be far better for
you to rely on a PM whom you pay to sort these
issues)
You need to decide whether you’re happy to trust
the contractor to get on with it without help from a

What if my property is at a distance from
where I live?
If you are at a distance to your property using Skype
can be effective where the builder is on site and can
show you progress remotely (with an ipad
preferably) You will need to organise times to visit
site and regular calls and updates with your builder.
This can be tricky. If you can enlist the services of
someone to be your eyes and ears this can help
(such as a local surveyor or project manager). You
may find people who can help at property meet ups
in the area or local agents. It’s worth considering,
particularly if this is your first project.

PM, architect or surveyor. But remember, you will be
expected to make numerous decisions often quite
urgently and also to make regular payments, based
on whether you feel the necessary work has been
done to warrant each stage payment. This is often
very tricky for even moderately experienced people
and I would recommend you getting some help with
this, if possible. Otherwise you will be responsible
for monitoring this and making sure they are
building in compliance with all the drawings and
specifications. A surveyor or PM can help with this
on site (as can an architect) even if visiting site every
week or so.

It’s also worth remembering that, depending on the
size of your contractor, they may well be doing other
projects alongside yours. This is a good question to
ask your builder before you commission them. One
of the greatest frustrations of many clients is that the
builder seems to disappear off site for days and
consequently no progress is made. Quite possibly
they will be being deployed on another site. This is
difficult to monitor if you live at a distance. Some
smaller builders will just take on one project at a
time, which is great for you, but there’s bound to be
some overlap at the beginning and end of a
project so be prepared for this.

16

How do I manage costs and changes?
This is a classic pitfall. As the design starts to take
shape before your very eyes, something will suddenly
occur to you that would be very useful or that was
missed of the plans or maybe you’ve suddenly
decided you want to swap something around. At this
point you need to refrain from telling your builder
to make the change on the spot. The first thing to
ascertain is the cost and time implications.
Be aware that builders make a great proportion of
their profits from changes on site in this manner.
It may actually affect something else that hasn’t
occurred to you (or the builder) and its then that
things can really begin to unravel. It’s also possible
that it was originally allowed for in the tender but the
builder has ‘forgotten’ this fact.
If you decide you want to progress a change, it’s
important to record it as a change with an associated
cost and time implication. Otherwise, you’ll get to
the end of the job and have a nasty surprise due
to all the extra over costs, which at the time might
have seemed like trifling small details. Putting in an
additional radiator once the system is up and running
and after the plumber has left site is obviously going
to be a lot more expensive than planning it in from
the start.

When do I pay my builder?
A small builder may also ask for a small payment
upfront, which I don’t think is unreasonable if you
know and trust them and you know they will be
buying supplies and placing orders. They shouldn’t
be expected to bank roll your job. However this is the
only payment you should ever consider paying for
work in advance. You must never do this under any
circumstances as if they go bankrupt or turn out to
be unreliable/poor workmanship then you will be in
a much better position to get rid of them (check the
contract re terms however) and hopefully you won’t
be out of pocket. Paying up front also removes the
incentive for them to do good quality work. Make
sure you keep a record of all your payments.

17

Renovating for Profit

You must pay your contractors promptly as they
have suppliers and labour to pay for. You’re normally
obliged to pay within 14 days of the due date and
they will often have to pay their sub-contractors
weekly, so have to manage their own cashflow very
carefully.
Also, you really don’t want to end up with
the contractor sending his labour to another job,
going bankrupt or generally creating bad feelings
and a lack of trust between you.
I would also advise holding back some retention
money do that they have an incentive to return and
sort out any defects over the following 6-12 months.
This is standard on larger projects.

Create a payment schedule at the beginning of the
job and agree it with your builder. This will act as a
guide and will enable you and your builder to
understand the cash-flow requirements for your
project. This is helpful for both of you but do ensure
you are not paying them the scheduled amount if
the work for that stage is not complete.
Investing the time now in understanding all the
challenges and issues that come with a building
project, will pay huge dividends saving you money
and time in the long run, reducing the stress and
ultimately allowing you to renovate and extend your
property successfully and profitably.
I wish you the greatest success!
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