Partnering for better results

Pulling the Trigger on Modular Construction
Modular Construction is not a new concept by any means. In fact, modular construction has been around in
Europe for decades and is now on the rise in the United States particularly custom modular where there is a
greater degree of design freedom and sophistication than previously available through modular
construction. Beyond college dormitories and hotels, modular construction is gaining momentum in the
residential, commercial and public building markets.
By definition, modular construction is a process in which a building is “built off-site” under controlled plant
conditions. Using the same materials, and adhering to the same codes and standards as in conventional
construction, modular buildings are then shipped to the site and assembled. This construction technique
often proves to be cost effective, time-efficient, and offers a safer and cleaner working environment.
PM&C has had the benefit of being recently exposed to modular construction through our involvement in a
residential apartment complex in Chelsea, as well as estimating several school building projects within
Boston. We also worked as the OPM on a small, highly detailed doctors office project in Swampscott.
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Based on our experience with modular construction we have come to see a few potential risks - as well as a
few benefits - that you may want to consider before pulling the trigger on modular construction.
1. The obvious benefit in choosing modular is the potential impact to the schedule. The duration for a well
coordinated modular project can be cut in half so, if time is a major constraint, this form of delivery may
be a great option.
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2. Coordinating modular construction is a tricky endeavor and demands a greater level of commitment
from the entire project team.
3. To prevent conflicts when the units come to the site, the designer should expect to spend some time at
the manufacturing facility during the early stages of unit construction to help establish finishes and
coordinate layout.
4. Costs should be allotted for a full time “Clerk of the Works” or engineer to work with the manufacturer
to maintain quality control during the manufacturing process. A controlled environment does not always
equate to high quality.
5. Contract negotiation is critical; specifically the payment schedule. Many manufacturers will require upfront payments.
6. Costs for a third party inspection agency should also be considered. The state of Massachusetts allows
modular construction with the understanding that a third party inspection agency will confirm that
construction meets Massachusetts code. However, this does not alleviate the need for local inspection.
7. What is allowed to be installed off-site will vary from jurisdiction to jurisdiction so it should be
confirmed early in the project what is allowable.
8. For a successful modular project, site coordination is critical.
Overall modular construction can be an effective tool for speeding up project delivery but, in our experience,
it will not necessary cost less than traditional site built projects and may cost more if the appropriate level of
coordination does not occur.
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