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INTRODUCTION PRECISION CUSTOM HOME BUILDERS

A  L E T T E R  TO  T H E  P R O S P E C T I V E  B U Y E R

What a custom home
actually costs — and why.
After 250+ custom homes built across Cherokee, Pickens, Gilmer, Bartow, Gordon, Dawson, and Fannin

counties — here's an honest, line-by-line look at what drives the cost of a custom home in North Georgia.

CHEROKEE PICKENS GILMER BARTOW GORDON DAWSON FANNIN

A custom home is the largest investment most families

ever make, and the most common question we hear is

some version of "What does it cost per square foot?"

It's the wrong question — even though it feels like the

right one.

The honest answer is that two homes at the same

quoted price can have wildly different price-per-

square-foot, depending on what's included, what

shape the lot is, and a dozen other variables most

builders don't disclose up front.

This guide walks through the real cost drivers — site

work, foundations, architectural complexity, finishes,

soft costs — with the specific dollar ranges we see in

North Georgia. It's the conversation we wish every

prospective buyer could have before they sign

a contract.

Use it as a checklist when you talk with builders.

The right builder will welcome every one of

these questions.

WHAT ' S  I N  T H I S  GU I D E

01 What Is Custom? Custom doesn't mean expensive — and a

spec home with options isn't a custom home.

04

02 Cost per Square Foot Why the headline number tells you almost

nothing — and what to ask instead.
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soft costs — with real ranges.
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04 Common Cost Surprises The line items that show up late and break

budgets — and how to head them off.

14

05 Getting an Accurate Estimate A 14-step checklist to use during pre-

construction so there are no surprises.
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PART ONE OF FIVE THE COST GUIDE

01
What Is Custom?
Before we talk dollars, we have to be honest about words.

"Custom" is the most overused term in residential construction —

so let's define it the way a builder defines it.

PART 01 — WHAT IS CUSTOM PRECISION CUSTOM HOME BUILDERS

Why "custom" doesn't mean

"expensive"

Spec home logic vs. custom home

logic

Construction standards that add value The materials we won't use, and why
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S E C T I O N  0 1  ·  WHAT  I S  CU S TOM

Custom is a process, not a price tag.

A custom home means the builder is working with you to design what you want — at whatever budget you

want. Cheap or expensive isn't the question. How the home gets specified, priced, and built is.

Custom does not necessarily mean expensive
We tend to think of a custom home as being very expensive, but the term really refers to the builder working with

the homeowner to customize what they want in a home. You can build a custom home with inexpensive materials

or expensive materials — depending on what the homeowner wants.

The builder should offer guidance here, however. There are cheap materials being used in spec homes that we

would not recommend in a custom home. Spending a little more on certain items may extend the life of the home

by many years and meaningfully reduce its maintenance.

How is a custom home typically built differently than a spec home?

First, let's be clear about this: the spec home builder's top priority is to keep costs to a minimum so

they can make money. That means everything going in the home will most likely be the minimum to meet

code requirements.

A custom home builder's top priority should be to gather what the homeowner wants, design it, and put it all

together with higher quality standards than a spec home. We have seen over 250 custom homes built and go

through warranty, so we know what materials work well and which ones to stay away from. We have our own

recommended construction standards that we believe use better products and give your house more value, better

efficiency, and a longer life.

We have seen over 250 custom homes built and go through

warranty. We know what works — and what to stay away from.

TWO  DECADES  OF  WARRANTY  DATA

250+
CUSTOM HOMES

DELIVERED

20+
YEARS BUILDING

IN N. GEORGIA

12–14
HOMES BUILT

PER YEAR

7
COUNTIES

WE SERVE
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PART TWO OF FIVE THE COST GUIDE

02
Cost per Square Foot
It feels like the right question. It almost never is. Here's why two

homes at the same price can be $300 and $400 a foot — and what

to ask instead.

PART 02 — COST PER SQUARE FOOT PRECISION CUSTOM HOME BUILDERS

Why the headline number misleads What's included — and what's not

One- vs. two-story math The better question to ask
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S E C T I O N  0 2  ·  CO S T  P E R  S Q UA R E  F O OT

Why "cost per square foot" is the wrong question.

The first question almost every buyer asks is some version of "What does it cost per square foot?" It's the wrong

question — even though it feels like the right one. We'd rather explain why than give you a misleading number.

Two homes, same price, very different number
Two homes at the same quoted price can have a much different price-per-square-foot. One house could be $300/sq

ft; another could be $400/sq ft at the same total cost. The difference depends entirely on what's being included in

the calculation:

Heated and cooled square footage only — or total under-roof?

Does it include the lot?

The site work?

The basement, the garage, the covered porches?

Design fees and permits?

Different builders include different things. The same builder will quote it differently depending on the home. A

direct comparison between two builders' "$/sq ft" numbers is almost always apples to oranges.

The variables that actually move the number

Once you look at what changes the price-per-foot, the headline number stops meaning much:

One story vs. two. A one-story costs more per foot than a two-story of the same area — the foundation and

roof spread across less square footage.

Ceiling height. Higher ceilings cost more per foot.

Glass. More windows and doors cost more per foot.

Kitchens and baths. More wet rooms per square foot cost more per foot.

Footprint shape. A simple rectangle costs less per foot than bumpouts and angles.

★ A  BETTER  QUEST ION  TO  ASK

"What's the total project cost for the home I actually want — and what's included in

that number?"

That's a question we can answer with real precision. The price-per-foot is a byproduct of the answer,

not the answer itself.

How is cost per square foot calculated?

When the math is run, it's usually total project cost divided by total heated square footage. A $1,000,000 home with

4,000 heated square feet works out to $250/sq ft. Most of the homes we build come in between $200 and $400 per

square foot.
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PART THREE OF FIVE THE COST GUIDE

03
The Big Variables
If you want to understand why a custom home costs what it does,

this is the section to read carefully. Six categories drive almost

every dollar.

PART 03 — THE BIG VARIABLES PRECISION CUSTOM HOME BUILDERS

Size and footprint complexity Site work — the biggest variable

Foundations, slab to sub-basement Finish level and selections

Architectural complexity and style Hard costs vs. soft costs

What an allowance really is How to keep allowances honest
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S E C T I O N  0 3  ·  T H E  B I G  VA R I A B L E S

Six categories drive almost every dollar.

Square footage is one input. The shape of the footprint, the slope of the lot, the foundation choice, the finish level,

and the architectural style each move the budget more than buyers expect.

Size and footprint complexity
Total square footage matters, but the shape of the footprint matters almost as much. A 2,000-square-foot

home with a clean rectangular footprint is meaningfully cheaper to build than a 2,000-square-foot home with a

complex shape.

A 2,000-square-foot house with a square footprint will be less expensive than the same area built as a "U" —

because the U has more perimeter. More perimeter means more footings, framing, siding, windows, and

insulation — every line item in the envelope grows with perimeter.

★ RULE  OF  THUMB

For the same square footage, a simpler footprint costs less.

Bumpouts, wings, courtyards, and angles all stretch the perimeter — the most expensive part of the

envelope — and push dollars per foot up.

A preview of what's in this section

The next several pages walk through each of the big variables in order. Where we have specific dollar ranges from

North Georgia in 2026, we've included them — but treat them as ranges, not quotes. Your lot, your county, and

your selections will move the numbers.
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Site work — clearing, grading, driveway, utilities, walls, well, septic.01

Foundations — slab through sub-basement, and what makes them swing.02

Finish level — cabinets, counters, flooring, lighting, trim, tile.03

Architectural style — modern, craftsman, gables, glass, ceilings.04

Hard costs vs. soft costs — and where surprises hide.05

Allowances — what they are, and how to keep them honest.06
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Site work — the single biggest budget variable

More custom home cost surprises live in site work than anywhere else. The lot is the wild card: the slope, the soil,

the trees, the distance to utilities, the county's stormwater rules. Two adjacent lots can have tens of thousands of

dollars of difference in site work alone.

Below are the categories we estimate on every project, with the ranges we typically see in North Georgia.

Land Clearing & Tree
Removal

There are three primary areas that may need to be cleared: (1) the driveway, (2) the area

where the house will be, and (3) the area where the septic system will be. Long driveways

and large backyards push clearing costs up.

Typical: $20K – $30K · 100′×100′ pad, 75′ drive, septic area

Grading &

Excavation

Whether the house calls for a slab, crawl space, or basement, there's excavation before the

foundation crew arrives. Cost depends on the lot and the foundation type.

Typical: $2K – $10K

Driveway
Construction

Once clearing is done, the driveway needs to be built — multiple loads of rock spread by

skid steer, then maintained throughout construction. Concrete or asphalt is an upgrade with

its own cost.

Rock: $800–$1,000 / 100 ft · Asphalt: $4–$5/sf · Concrete: $5–$6/sf

Stormwater & Erosion
Control

Erosion control is taken seriously in Georgia. Silt fencing, seed and straw, and in some

cases a detention pond may be required by the county to keep water from flowing onto

neighboring properties. The county can issue a stop-work order if it's not properly

managed.

Cost varies by county & lot; budget for it from day one

Utility Connections Electricity, gas, water, and septic or sewer. On raw North Georgia land, distance is the cost

driver — electrical lines along a 1,000 ft driveway cost ten times what a 100 ft run does.

Underground electric: $10–$15 / ft · Water line: $4–$6 / ft · Buried

propane tank: $5K–$10K
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Retaining Walls Sloped lots often need retaining walls — to create a flat backyard, to provide parking, or

simply to keep water away from the house. Walls can be built from many materials, but all

of them are expensive.

Modular block: $30 – $40 per square foot

Engineering & Soil The compaction of the soil should be tested before any concrete is poured against it. If

compaction is poor, the engineer may require concrete or helical piers below the

foundation — which adds expense.

Helical pier: $22 – $24 per foot

Wells If there's no public water available, you'll need a well. Cost depends on depth.

Well: $10K – $20K · Pump & install: $8K – $12K

Septic Systems In North Georgia, the county typically designs the septic system based on perc-test results.

Field size and tank capacity drive the price.

Septic system: $8K – $12K (typical)

These ranges are based on what we are seeing across the seven counties we serve as of 2026. Your lot, your

county, and the design of your home can move them — sometimes considerably. We'd rather quote your specific

lot than have you plan from rules of thumb.
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F R E E  S I T E  E VA L UAT I O N

Site work is the variable buyers underestimate most.
Before you set a budget, let us walk your land. A free site evaluation gives

you a real read on clearing, grading, utilities, and what the county will

require — so you're not guessing.

REQUEST A FREE SITE EVALUATION → (770) 720-2052 →

tel:7707202052
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Foundations

The slope of your lot determines what type of foundation it needs. The greater the slope, the more expensive the

foundation. Below are the common foundation types in North Georgia, ordered from least to most expensive.

01 Slab If the lot is fairly flat, a slab is an option. It's typically the

cheapest type of foundation and a perfectly viable choice for

the right lot.

LEAST EXPENSIVE

02 Elevated Slab When the lot can't be graded level, pouring short stem walls,

backfilling, and then pouring a slab on the walls and footers can

be the right move.

MODEST PREMIUM

03 Crawl Space Useful when the slope is too much for a slab but you don't want to pay

for a basement. Gives access to mechanicals under the main floor; can

be encapsulated to stay dry year-round; usable for storage.

MID-RANGE

04 Basement Very common in North Georgia given the mountainous terrain. Can be

finished or unfinished. Mechanicals — air handler, water heater — typically

live in a central area in the basement.

HIGHER

05 Basement w/
Subwalls

When the slope of the lot exceeds what a typical basement can

handle, subwalls under the basement provide structural support

where needed.

HIGHER STILL

06 Sub-Basement In rare cases, the slope is steep enough that the right answer is a

sub-basement — basically a basement under a basement.

Reserved for the most dramatic lots.

MOST EXPENSIVE

A flat lot opens the door to a slab; a true mountainside opens the door to a sub-basement. Most of the homes we

build in North Georgia land somewhere in the middle — typically a basement, often with subwalls where the lot

demands it.
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Finish level

There is a wide range of cost when it comes to cabinets, countertops, flooring, light fixtures, interior trim, and

tile. You can install cabinets in a house for $20K or $100K depending on quality and finishes. The same is true of

every other selection category.

We all want value, but we also don't want to choose products that don't look good, don't perform well, or simply

don't last. It is very important to see and touch the finish materials you want before signing a contract — and to

get a real quote on the products you actually want, not a generic allowance.

Cabinets in the same house can cost $20,000 or

$100,000 — depending entirely on what you choose.

WHY  SELECT IONS  MATTER  AS  MUCH  AS  SQUARE  FOOTAGE

Architectural complexity and style

Different style homes carry different costs per square foot, driven by a few clear factors:

Modern Modern homes typically have high ceilings and, in many cases, no attic. That means more

sheetrock, more siding, and typically more windows — all of which add cost per foot.

Craftsman Craftsman homes have more gables, more exterior trimwork, and steeper-sloped roofs.

That translates to more framing in the roof, more shingle area, and more siding in the

gables.

Simple Gable A straightforward 6/12 gable roof over a rectangular footprint is the least expensive of the

three — though it may not deliver the look the homeowner is after.

There's no right answer here — only an honest tradeoff. Our job is to make sure the cost implications of the style

you want are visible in the estimate before you sign, not as a surprise during framing.
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Hard costs vs. soft costs

Hard costs are the visible parts of building — lumber, labor, concrete, mechanicals, finishes. They're the bulk of

any custom home budget, usually 80–85% of the total project cost.

Soft costs are the rest: architectural and engineering fees, surveys, permits, impact fees, builder's risk insurance,

geotechnical reports if required, and the various inspections and approvals that get a project from concept to

permit. They're invisible to most buyers — which is exactly why they show up as surprises. A custom home in

North Georgia typically has $20,000 to $40,000+ in soft costs depending on the complexity and the county.

★ WHERE  THE  SURPR I S ES  L I V E

Most cost surprises in custom builds live in soft costs and site work — not in the

home itself.

A bid that ignores or undercounts these is the most common reason buyers feel like their builder "kept

adding things." A complete bid lists them line by line, with real numbers, before you sign.

What is an allowance?

An allowance is an amount the builder puts in the budget for you to buy items like lighting fixtures, plumbing

fixtures, cabinets, countertops, and flooring.

The problem is that the builder has no idea what you actually want — so the number they enter can be completely

wrong. If your preferred cabinets cost twice the allowance, that overage is yours to cover.

You should have the opportunity to see what materials are included in the allowance — or, better, simply pick out

what you want and get a quote on that product to avoid the surprise. We don't sign contracts until homeowners

select what they actually want and we have a real quote in hand. The allowance then reflects the real number, not

a guess.

80–85%
OF PROJECT COST IS

HARD COSTS

15–20%
SOFT COSTS &

EVERYTHING ELSE

$20–$40K+
TYPICAL SOFT-COST

RANGE, N. GEORGIA

$0
SURPRISE ALLOWANCE

OVERRUNS WE ACCEPT
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PART FOUR OF FIVE THE COST GUIDE

04
Common Cost Surprises
The line items that show up late and break budgets — and the

ones we estimate up front so they don't.

PART 04 — COST SURPRISES PRECISION CUSTOM HOME BUILDERS

Site work unknowns Window treatments

Smart home and low voltage Generator and propane tanks

Landscaping and final grade
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S E C T I O N  0 4  ·  CO S T  S U R P R I S E S

The line items that get missed — and how to head them off.

Every "the budget exploded" story we've ever heard traces back to one of these five categories. They're the items

most easily forgotten in a contract, and the easiest to head off if you know to ask.

Site Work Hard to estimate accurately, especially in North Georgia. There's a chance of hitting rock

when excavating, you don't know how deep the well will be, the county designs the septic,

and there are simply many unknowns. A complete bid includes silt fencing, seed and

straw, tree clearing, driveway cut, rock for the drive and storage area, backfill, utility

trenching, and final grade.

Make sure every item above is on the contract — or it isn't included

Window Treatments Can be very expensive. Power blinds alone can run into the tens of thousands of dollars.

Get a quote before signing the contract.

Power blinds: $10K – $30K+ for a typical custom home

Smart Home / Low
Voltage

There are so many options here that the only sane move is to meet with the low-voltage

subcontractor before signing the contract. Possibilities: security system, whole-house

audio, intercom, security cameras, theater systems, automated lighting, and more.

Quote-driven; varies wildly by scope

Generator & Propane

Tanks

Power outages happen in North Georgia. Many homeowners don't think about a whole-

house generator until the lights go out. Propane tanks aren't cheap either — there's the

tank, excavation if buried, the initial fill, and the connection to the house.

Generator: $8K – $12K · Propane tank: $5K – $10K

Landscaping & Final
Grade

Can range from a basic mulch-and-bushes package for a few thousand dollars to $100K+

for large trees, hardscapes, water features, low-voltage lighting, and irrigation. Best move:

hire a landscape designer, decide what you want, and get an estimate before you sign the

construction contract.

Basic: a few thousand · High-end: $100K+
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PART FIVE OF FIVE THE COST GUIDE

05
Getting an Accurate Estimate
A 14-step pre-construction checklist. Follow it and you walk into a

contract with a budget you can trust — not a guess you'll regret.

PART 05 — ACCURATE ESTIMATE PRECISION CUSTOM HOME BUILDERS

Plans, specifications, selections Allowance quotes — every one

Soft-cost line items, named Site work, broken out

Low voltage and window treatments Generator, propane, landscaping

A measured take-off of the plans A fixed builder's fee
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S E C T I O N  0 5  ·  T H E  1 4 - S T E P  CH E C K L I S T

How to get a cost estimate you can actually trust.

If you really want an accurate estimate with few surprises, the work below has to be done in pre-construction —

before you sign the construction contract. Use this as a checklist when you talk to any builder.

Steps 8–14 continue on the following page.
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Complete the design first. All changes incorporated into the plans. The more accurate the plan, the fewer
change orders.

01

Specifications for every material. You need to know not only what's included in the contract — but also what is

not included.

02

Quote every allowance item. Cabinets, lighting, plumbing, flooring. A real quote, not a guess.03

Know the soft costs. Permitting fees, builder's insurance, impact fees, survey work, utility application fees,

subdivision fees, utility bills during construction, soil tests, geotechnical fees.

04

Get a site-work estimate. Make sure it includes every item from Section 03 — clearing, grading, driveway,

erosion control, utilities, retaining walls, well, septic.

05

Quote any low-voltage and window treatment items. Both are commonly forgotten, both can be expensive.06

Decide on generator and propane. If you want them, get a quote before signing — not after the power goes out.07
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S E C T I O N  0 5  ·  CON T I N U E D

The 14-step checklist, continued.

★ THE  S INGLE  BEST  QUEST ION

“Is your fee fixed at contract signing, or do you take a percentage on overages?”

The answer tells you almost everything about whether the rest of the estimate is real.
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If you want landscaping, design it first. Get a landscape design and a real quote before the contract is signed.08

The builder must do a complete take-off of the plans. A measured count of every material — roofing area,

siding, floor area, doors, windows, stone, brick, concrete, framing, plumbing openings.
09

The builder should show you every cost. Estimating software should expose any line item you want to see.10

Hard-to-estimate areas must be quoted. Insulation and sheetrock especially — real labor and material quotes,

not rules of thumb.
11

Labor should be quoted, not estimated. The builder should be able to show you the labor quotes.12

Waste factors and tax included. Both should already be in the estimate — they're not extras.13

The builder's fee should be fixed. If it isn't, the builder gets a percentage on every overage. The fee typically

ranges from 15–25% in this area.

14
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A  F I N A L  WORD

This is the largest investment you'll probably make in your lifetime.

Don't take a risk on a builder who simply gives you a "cost per square foot" number. That number will always

be wrong.

It takes time to get an accurate estimate, and it should be done during pre-construction — the planning phase.

Unfortunately, most builders want to sign the contract before this work is done, just to get the job. The homeowner

ends up with surprises, stress, and a house that goes over budget.

There's a better way. The pre-construction checklist on the previous page is the work that has to happen before

the contract is signed. Every item on it is something we do as a matter of course — not because it's required,

but because it's how a custom home gets delivered on time, on budget, and to the spec the homeowner

actually wanted.

Build it on the napkin first. The contract

should be the last surprise — not the first.

A  GU ID ING  PR INC IPLE

If you'd like to talk through your specific lot, your specific design, and what an honest estimate looks like for the

home you actually want — the next page tells you how to start that conversation. There's no pressure and no

obligation. We've put together three free services that exist for exactly this reason.

Free Site Evaluation We walk your lot with you and give you an honest read on clearing, grading, utilities, and

what your county will require.

Free Ballpark
Estimate

Send us a plan — or sketch something on a napkin — and we'll give you a ballpark

estimate, typically within ±5%.

Free "Before You
Build" Consult

Sit down with us and ask every question you have. We'll give you straight answers, whether

or not you build with us.
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R E A DY  TO  TA L K  NUMB E R S ?

Your land. Your vision. Built with Precision.
An honest estimate starts with an honest conversation. Walk your lot with us, hand us

your plans, and we'll show you what your home actually costs to build — line by line,

before you sign anything.

CALL

(770) 720-2052

Mon–Fri, 9a–5p

EMAIL

sales@pchb.us

Reply within one business day

VISIT

270 E Main St, Ste B

Canton, GA 30114

FREE SITE EVALUATION → FREE BALLPARK ESTIMATE →

PRECISION CUSTOM HOME BUILDERS ·
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