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Cost Estimator Worksheet
This worksheet is designed to help you build a comprehensive, high-level cost estimate for your custom home project. Use the provided data, cost category rules of thumb, and real-world benchmarks to determine if your vision is financially feasible and to create a strategic budget. Fill in the yellow fields based on your research and assumptions.
Project Title: _______________________________________________________________
Date: _______________________________
Section 1: Project Inputs
Project Name: ___________________________________
Date: _____________________________
Target Location: _________________________________
Desired Home Size (Square Feet): _________________
Section 2: Initial Ballpark Estimate
Use this section for a very rough, initial estimate based on typical build tiers. This is a starting point, not a final budget.
	Build Tier 
	Typical Description
	2025 Cost Range Estimate ($/sf)
	Your Ballpark Estimate ($)

	1
	Often seen in sub-division or volume-builder packages. Features limited customization options, standard vinyl windows, and basic finishes. Typically involves no direct architect involvement for the homeowner.
	$250–$350 
	

	2
	Characterized by larger footprints, upgraded exterior materials, semi-custom kitchens, and better-quality glazing and mechanical systems.
	$400–$750 
	

	3
	Typically, 1,000–2,000 square foot footprints, featuring efficient forms, high window-to-wall ratios, and often built with rural or remote logistical considerations.
	$450–$650 
	

	4
	May involve structural steel, custom curtain-wall glazing, architectural concrete, open floor plans, exposed trusses, minimalist detailing, unique one-off design elements, and often built on complex sites.
	$800–$1,500+ 
	


Section 3: Detailed Budget Breakdown
Use this table to build a more nuanced budget. The percentages are rules of thumb to help you fill in blanks.
	Cost Category
	Description & Most Expensive Items
	Rule of Thumb % (of Build Cost)
	Estimated Cost ($)
	Notes / My Assumptions

	1. Land Acquisition
	The land itself is usually the most expensive item. You might go higher if the property already has significant infrastructure or a uniquely desirable attribute ``.
	10-20% of your total project budget 
	
	

	2. Site Work
	Includes clearing the land, grading, bringing in utilities, installing a septic system or connecting to a sewer, drilling a well, and building driveways. Most expensive: installing a septic system or running new utility lines over long distances.
	5–15% of your overall build cost 
	
	

	3. Foundation
	Involves excavation, footings, concrete work, and creating a slab, crawlspace, or full basement. Most expensive: Full basement foundations. Hitting bedrock can also significantly increase costs.
	8–12% of the build cost 
	
	

	4. Framing & Building Envelope
	Covers lumber or steel, SIPs, sheathing, windows, doors, and the roof. Most expensive: structural steel, framing lumber, and expansive glass systems.
	10-15% of the build cost 
	
	

	5. MEP
	Encompasses HVAC, all electrical wiring and fixtures, and all plumbing pipes and fixtures. Most expensive: HVAC systems, particularly multi-zone setups or radiant heating systems.
	10-15% of the total 
	
	

	6. Insulation & Drywall
	Includes all insulation materials and the installation of drywall. Most expensive: Spray-foam insulation ``.
	5–8% of the cost ``
	
	

	7. Interior Finishes
	A broad category covering cabinetry, tile, flooring, light fixtures, plumbing fixtures, and appliances. Most expensive: Custom cabinetry and high-end kitchen appliances.
	10–20% ``
	
	

	8. Exterior Finishes
	Includes siding, decks, and landscaping. Most expensive: Extensive hardscaping or premium siding materials like stucco or cedar.
	5–10% of the build cost ``
	
	

	9. Soft Costs
	Costs beyond direct construction, including architect fees, structural engineer fees, permit fees, construction insurance, and legal fees. Architectural design fees can often be around 15% of the hard costs alone.
	10–15% of your total project costs ``
	
	

	10. Contingency
	A crucial buffer for unforeseen changes, cost overruns, or unexpected issues. Most expensive unforeseen items: a contractor walking off the job, a significant loss that’s not fully covered by insurance, or major pricing surges.
	8-12% of your total project costs (minimum of 10–15% of your hard costs)
	
	

	11. GC Overhead & Profit
	The GC's fee for managing the project and their profit. If you self-GC, you save this fee, but you invest your own significant time and coordination effort.
	10-15% of your total project costs (typically 15-20% of hard costs)
	
	

	12. Bonus Consideration
	If you're building in a remote area, be sure to add logistics premiums.
	N/A
	
	


Section 4: Data Gathering Action Plan Checklist
Use this checklist to gather real-world numbers for your project.
· ☐ 1. Research Land: Find recent sold land listings in areas that match your criteria.
· ☐ 2. Initial Outreach: Reach out to one or two reputable architects and one or two General Contractors in your target region for preliminary estimates.
· ☐ 3. Site Work Estimates: If the GC’s initial estimate does not include site work, get separate ballpark quotes from septic contractors and well drillers.
· ☐ 4. Factor in Other Costs: Add another 5% of your estimated total project cost to cover ancillary soft costs.
· ☐ 5. Contingency is Key: Add another 10% of your estimated hard costs, at a bare minimum, as your contingency fund.
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