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THE TRUE COST OF 
A MAJOR HOME 

RENOVATION
DON’T BE FOOLED BY HGTV COSTS 
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D O  Y O U R  H O M E W O R K : 
K N O W  T H E  N U M B E R S  B E F O R E  Y O U  S T A R T 

So you want to blow out the back of your house and add a fabulous family room 
with a stone fireplace? Or you are aching for that new kitchen with a larger island 
where you can help your kids with homework while you’re cooking dinner. 

Embarking on a large construction project is a daunting task, filled with 
budgetary fears, interruption of your home and family life for a prolonged period 
of time, and worry that your dream will turn into a nightmare. We’ve all heard the 
horror stories from our friends and relatives… just look up the Tom Hanks movie, 
Money Pit! 

Why do I call out HGTV? I am as addicted as the next gal watching the flippers 
and the realtors battle it out! But the programs on HGTV that provides budgetary 
information are very misleading. I see shows where they’re doing a major 
renovation at costs like $7,000, or $11,000 where they are gutting an entire home 
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AND re-doing a kitchen. This is just not helpful to the general public and I often 
get a sense when I am meeting with new clients that they are shocked by the 
numbers I quote. On HGTV the budgets they talk about may be for the cost of 
the materials only. Or it may be the labor cost only, because vendors like cabinet 
suppliers are getting free advertising through the show. And keep in mind that a 
lot of these homeowners who agree to be on the show have signed a contract 
and have no control about the quality of work or subcontractors chosen. A lot of 
the times they have little or no say as to the final product!

I would like to visit the project where they’ve moved walls, opened up spaces, 
and installed a new kitchen for $11,000! Hopefully the ceiling doesn’t cave in…or 
the electrical even passes inspection. 

Whether you’re considering adding a room, building a new house, gutting your 
interior, or renovating a kitchen or bath, there are some standard costs across 
most geographic areas that can help you to be realistic with your budget. 

There are some areas that these numbers may not apply, for example, New York 
City or San Francisco where the cost of doing business is higher due to density 
and city restrictions. The information provided here is simply averages to help a 
homeowner get a realistic benchmark to move ahead with budgeting. 

But I digress! We are here to talk turkey - what does all this really cost? 

Let’s break it down into major categories and discuss each. 

A R C H I T E C T S 

Clients often don’t know when and if 
they need an architect. As an interior 
designer I would like to say “every 
time you want something designed 
well!” But that’s not completely fair. 
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Here are the situations that I would say you should hire an architect:

• When your project affects a significant amount of your exterior elevations of 
your home. Such as: 

- Changes in window sizes: this affects the overall curb appeal of your 
home 

- Addition of gables / overhangs: I see many small additions that feel 
“wrong” with the rest of the house 

- Changes in roof lines and pitches: roof lines and pitches need to agree 
mathematically to make the home again feel balanced visually 

- Replacing all or most of the exterior materials of your home (like many 
have had to do here in the Northeast US due to stucco failure): Poor color 
choices are an expensive mistake and an architect with a trained color 
eye can lead you in the right direction 

• When you are removing walls. In this case, the structural load of the floors 
above or roof MUST be evaluated by a licensed architect and/or structural 
engineer. 

• When you need creative ideas for how to rework your spaces. Architects 
are trained to create interesting opportunities for visual uniqueness: more 
light to your room by adding a simple dormer; a turn in a staircase that will 
open up a floor plan to allow for that pool table you want; secret storage 
opportunities. 

The cost to hire an architect is usually as a percentage of the overall 
cost of the job. Averages can be from 3 - 8%. There may be hourly 
rates for additional items outside of the original scope of work. So 
for a kitchen renovation that costs $100,000 the fees might be about 
$5000 for the initial design phase up through providing you with 
working drawings to take to a contractor. 



© HOLLEY POKORA INTERIOR DESIGN |  ALL RIGHTS RESERVED |  HOLLEYPOKORAINTERIORDESIGN.COM

G E N E R A L  C O N T R A C T O R S 

This is the person or business who will 
execute the job. They have 
subcontractors like plumbers, 
electricians, and drywall installers that 
they call in to do the work. Very large 
GC’s may have them on staff, but thats 
not the norm. If you are embarking on a 
major renovation there is no question, 
you will HAVE TO hire someone to do the 
work, but the question often is - why do I 
need an architect if a general contractor 
may do just fine? Some GC’s are called 
“design / build” and they roll the 
architecture into their process, either by 
hiring outside architects and partnering 
on the job, or they may have an 
unregistered architect or draftsperson on 
staff who handles construction 

documents, commonly referred to as “CD’s”. You would want to understand their 
design capabilities upfront and look at previous projects to decide if you would 
like them to handle design and build. 

Another common questions is, “will I need to get a permit?” The answer to that 
question varies greatly dependent on the town, county, or state in which you reside. 

A general contractor acts as the “manager” of the project. It is his or her subs 
that are working on your home, he or she manages the timeline of ordering, 
scheduling, and construction. Sometimes an architect is hired as the General 
Contractor on a job, and that would be an additional percentage fee. The 
GC should be available on a regular basis to communicate with you and his 
subcontractors. 
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The cost of a general contractor is a percentage of the overall job 
or that percentage is worked into the overall quote for the project. A 
standard fee for the GC is 10% of the cost of the work. Therefore, he or 
she has gotten all the sub’s quotes in, and then marks up the work by 
10%. A good General Contractor will provide all the costs from all the 
subs and show his fee on top of their work detail so there’s no surpris-
es. Therefore, that same $100,000 kitchen renovation would include 
$10,000 in fees to the GC. 

K I T C H E N S 

There’s no greater spot in your home 
to invest in a renovation than the 
kitchen. As the heart and soul of you 
home, you will enjoy years of 
entertaining and cooking in a more 
efficient space, and you will reap the 
rewards if you decide to sell. 
Statistically, the real estate industry 
claims you will see 80% of the cost 
of a new kitchen reflected back 
when you go to sell, as long as you 
don’t make crazy design decisions! 

As you can imagine, the cost of kitchen renovations can spiral out of control quickly! 
While shopping for appliances you find yourself falling in love with and absolutely 
cannot live without that Gaggenau steamer! Well that one little decision might add 
10% to the cost of your kitchen! So be realistic with what you absolutely cannot 
live without (I have to have double wall ovens because I cook for 24 hungry family 
members at Thanksgiving), and what is just too pie in the sky for your family, your 
home, and your budget. If you’re gutting a 20 year old kitchen, (or older), everything 
you select will be lightyears ahead of what you have now! That’s the exciting part.
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For our analysis about the costs of a new kitchen, I am going to adopt a good, 
better, best method. For our example, I am referring to a standard 12’ x 15’ kitchen 
with an island. 

GOOD: Stock cabinets, “L” shaped kitchen with an island, entry level appliances 
(Fridgidaire, GE) such as refrigerator, range, dishwasher, entry level granite for the 
counters, tile floor, no backsplash. 

For this level of kitchen expect to spend 
from $120.00 - $150.00 per square foot 
for materials and installation. So for our 
example, the 12 x 15 kitchen with an 
island, thats 180 square feet. So the cost 
range for this kitchen at the basic level is 
$21,600 - $27,000. 

Designer’s Tip: You could save a couple thousand dollars in this 
example by using laminate on the counters instead of granite. There 
are some pretty modern looks these days that could be achieved 
using laminate, like waterfall islands using high gloss laminates. 

BETTER: Semi custom cabinets with overlay doors (you’ll have more choices 
like glazes, door styles, and glass doors), mid level appliances (LG, Samsung, 
Maytag), upgraded granite, ceramic tile backsplash, wood floor. 

A ‘Better’ kitchen is just a matter of degrees, but can affect the cost widely. 

In the picture below you see a good example of a mid-range kitchen: customized 
island legs, lighted cabinets with glass fronts, and a double wall oven - this as 
compared to the first sketch of the ‘good’ kitchen.
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A word on cabinets: Jumping from an 
entry level quality cabinet to a semi 
custom cabinet line could double your 
cabinet costs. The construction and the 
guts of the cabinets varies greatly from 
cabinet to cabinet, which in the long haul 
if you’re planning to stay a while, may 
make a big difference to your happiness 
in the hardest working room in the house. 
Some are particle board (good), some 

are MDF or plywood (better), some are 1/4” or 5/8” solid wood construction which 
would be considered best. When your drawers wobble after just a few months of 
use you will quickly learn about cabinet construction! 

Designer’s Tip: I recommend finding the highest quality cabinet 
construction your budget can afford. 

Better kitchens vary greatly just due to the myriad of choices. The 
simple choice of a backsplash could range from $2000 for ceramic 
tile to $8000 for marble, installed. Generally, you could expect to 
spend between $200 - $275 per square foot for this level of kitchen 
materials and installation. So that translates in our 12 x 15 kitchen to a 
cost range of between $36,000 to $50,000. 

BEST: custom cabinets with inset doors, high end appliances (Bosch, SubZero, 
Wolf), quartz counters, glass or marble backsplash, high end floor material (wide 
plank wood floors for example). 

With custom cabinets, you can literally do anything you want. They’re custom! 
This is more of a furniture look to a kitchen, where your cabinet ends will look like 
a piece of furniture - no overlaid panels. 

The high end appliances are more of a personal decision. A gas stove or cooktop 
is a gas stove or cooktop whether its $600 or $6000 - it is still going to boil water 
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for you! You may get more BTU’s with higher end appliances which technically 
will boil your water faster, and high end ovens and fridges have a lot of bells 
and whistles that make life a little easier for sure. A fancy $10,000 refrigerator 
may keep your veggies fresh a little longer because it has been built with veggie 
freshness in mind. 

If a client clearly wants top of the line appliances I would never talk them away 
from that, but I find that its often a status decision more than anything. 

Designer Tip: Dependant on a client’s budget and personal 
requirements, I often steer clients to mid range appliances vs top of 
the line. Notice in this picture the cabinets stretch up to the ceiling 
and have very dramatic crown molding. 

Notice the built in nature of the sub-zero 
fridge. Also this kitchen shows what 
looks like a 42” or 48” range. That 
appliance alone may be about $10,000. 

A totally custom kitchen can range from $300 - $450 per square foot. 
In our 12 x 15 example kitchen that means that a custom kitchen with 
this sort of finishes may cost in the range of $54,000-$81,000. 

If you add the fees of an Architect, and the cost of a General Contractor, you will 
find yourself back to our original $100,000 kitchen pretty quickly! 

The purpose of this piece is to provide you some general guidelines and to 
set expectations. Kitchens are arguably the most complex area of the home to 
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renovate. You are affecting power, water, gas lines, tight dimensions that have to 
be exacting to the 1/16” of an inch! So you want to make sure you hire someone 
very experienced in kitchen installations. Not to mention the disruption of 2 - 6 
weeks of your life without a kitchen! 

Designer’s Tip: plan a kitchen renovation over the summer when you 
can grill outside. Or better yet, take a vacation! 

A D D I T I O N S 

This is the final area I would like to 
cover: general additions to your 
home. Whether its a simple sun room 
on a slab, or a two story addition with 
a family room and additional 
bedroom and bath, I find that most 
clients have no idea what it will cost.
 

A basic new construction addition in the Northeast United States starts 
at a cost of about $165 per square foot. For this addition pictured 
above (which I am estimating to be about 16’ x 20’) that translates to 
$52,800. 

That is assuming there isn’t a costly part of this like a kitchen, which as you’ve 
already read can range much higher than that. 

If you add higher end finishes, and some interior renovations, that jumps to a 
minimum of $200 per square foot. 
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D O  Y O U  N E E D  H E L P  
P L A N N I N G  A  P R O J E C T ? 

I’ve been on construction sites with 
clients for almost 20 years! I can’t 
believe it. I should have my own 
hard hat at this point. In fact, I love 
working with the trades and solving 
problems for them, because there’s 
always a problem or two, no matter 
how much planning goes on before 
hand. 

One of the best ones was a kitchen island that we realized in framing was going 
to have a support column running right through it! The kitchen cabinet folks had 
the original architectural plans, but due to a change in the roof a subsequent set 
of plans housed a new structural column. We designed a fun solution that the 
owners loved and made their kitchen truly unique! 

B O O K  A  C O N S U LT A T I O N !

P: 215-370-6682 

E:  HOLLEY@HOLLEYPOKORAINTERIORDESIGN.COM


