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Home building is a complicated business that 

requires builders to manage thousands of bits 

of information in a consistent and reliable manner. Allow 

stressed relations with the trades.

to help them manage all this information as well as provide 
quality reporting to ensure they can manage their busi-
nesses. But there has been a problem. While those solutions 
could improve individual areas of operations—sales for 
example, or production, or accounting—they could not tie 

the information seamlessly through the whole organization. 
And none of them could provide an interface that allowed 
that information to begin with input from the home buyer.

available technologies didn’t speak to each other and in 
many instances, the available technology was rudimentary. 

• 

• 

• Production relied on FAST and a paper distribution of

• Accounting used Great Plains

• Warranty relied on FAST

Few of those systems spoke together and Oakwood found 
itself manually keying in data multiple times. Consequently, 
errors crept in. Change orders were nearly impossible to get 
right. Customers seldom saw the same information twice. 

level of service it desired, and it was hiring people to make 
up for the inability of the disparate systems to communi-

any mythical creature.

issues through the implementation of Sapphire Build. 

greater customization, and compete against national 
builders in a tough market.

Oakwood accomplished all that and created a dynamic 

market. All part of the Sapphire Build package.

Oakwood Increases 
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SALES IMPLEMENTATION  
THAT CONTROLS THE PROCESS

-
tems to Sapphire Build came from the sales side. Oakwood 
had grown to a point when it could no longer rely on the 
data being collected on circle sheets and forms, then hand-

rife with errors. “We knew we had to create a system that 
interacted with buyers and sales people and tie into our 
production,” says Frank Walker, Oakwood Vice President 
of Operations.  

Sales people had to interpret buyers’ needs and document 
them in a confusion of paperwork that was sent to the cen-

notes and enter them into a database that would be avail-
able for the design center and production. 

“If you think of those systems as touch points 

“One is, it’s very time consum-
ing. And, two, it’s very labor 
intensive in terms of the 
number of people 
we have. Now, you 
can do it, if you’re 
building 150 to 
200 homes. You 
just sit down 
and gut through 
it. But when you 
start to get into 
the number of 
homes we were 
doing when we 
decided to make 
the switch [700 
to 900], we just 
couldn’t do it. 
So, we kept 

and people space issues. We had a 25,000 square foot build-
ing, and we were running out of space.”

eliminate the touch points, a way to enter the data once and 
provide access to the same data for everyone in the com-
pany. Sapphire supplied that solution. 

 And there was another motivation to change their system. 
Kristen White, Director of Sales and Marketing, explains. 

go to the sales center and write a contract, and that con-

go to the design center to pick options, and the only thing 

them.” In the meantime, there may have been two or three 
change orders for small things, such as outlets or ceiling 
lights, that the design center didn’t get copied on. Closing 

coordinators, consequently, were asking buy-

pricing. Change orders could not 
get all the way through the 

system. “Every time we did 
a change order,” White 

says, “We felt like we 
overpromised and 

underdelivered.” 
And it was a lot of 
rework as well.

So what did 
implementing 
the Sapphire system 

allow Oakwood 

eliminated 
the cum-
bersome 
forms 
and circle 
sheets, 

Implement Sapphire  
for Sales

2007

Began implementation 
of Web presence 
August 2007

Start Doing  
Custom Designs 
2008

 Go Live with 
3 Communities
January 2009

Timeline...
The Sapphire Build Process

Build
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but more importantly, it gave a single start point for all data 
in the system. Originally, Oakwood sales people would 
complete registration cards for all prospects and send them 

Sapphire implementation, sales people would enter the reg-

access to it immediately. So, if there were an email blast 

as well. 

prospect visited two communities and was registered 
in one, the sales person at the other community could 
go online, see the notes from the previous community 
and append her notes and information to the same 
record. 

and marketing personnel that allowed them to create 

special events, updates to communities, and other 
parts of the sales and marketing process. When mar-
keting sends out a blast to prospects, the sales person 

something from Oakwood. 

thank-yous, place phone calls, and send other let-
ters. Oakwood has loaded standardized letters, which 
makes that process simpler, but many of the sales 

the system allow simple upload of customized letters, 
-

ters among each other. 

the seamless operation of Sapphire Build. When fully 
implemented, which Oakwood eventually achieved, 
the one record allowed every person accessing the 

database—sales, marketing, production, accounting, 
warranty—to see all the notes from all the players in the 

change or comment was lurking outside the system. Every-
thing was in one record.

and according to White, one of the obstacles Oakwood 
needed to overcome was the acceptance by sales people of 
a new registration system. Entering their own registration 
cards or having the prospects do it was foreign to the sales 
people. To overcome potential objections, White and her 

Move Accounting system to 
Microsoft Dynamics 
January 2009 

Implement Portal  
for Vendors 
August 2009

Implement Sapphire 
in Design Center
October 2009

Implement all outward  
Communication strategy
March 2011

...Timeline

A simple online registration card begins a sophisticated marketing, 
design, production, and accounting management process.

Every employee has access to buyer information and can add notes 
and more information.

istration information in Sapphire and marketing would have
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they did roll it out, they followed up quickly with a lot of 
marketing, so the sales people could easily see the value of 
the real-time information. 

management system through Sapphire allowed Oakwood to 
reduce the errors that had crept in, because its cumbersome 
legacy systems were overwhelmed by work. Now, change 
orders made it to the design center intact and on time. 

For buyers, the system became clearer and more obvious. 
Something as simple as consistent formatting of contracts 

that Oakwood was controlling the process and delivering 
what they said they would.

Because of these simple changes, Oakwood eliminated 
two sales support positions and currently employs no sales 
administrative people. Sapphire handles it all.

-
ment module of Sapphire Build made a huge operational 

-

and options on the Oakwood website, designing the home 

to complete a registration form, which creates a record for 
them in the database.

says. “And they did that on their own. Added all their op-
tions. Looked at all the plans…. A lot of times the same 
person would go in and play around, then print two or 

the website to play with the plans. White estimates that 80 
to 90 percent of buyers build plans on the website before 
they write a contract. It is not unusual for buyers to work 
with a sales person on one of the plasma screens that are set 

LESSONS LEARNED

During the implementation process for Sapphire 

Build, there are two major lessons learned by 

moved much faster implementing the system than 

they did. As many at Oakwood have said, they 

took quick baby steps.

The second lesson learned occurred primarily on 

the database side during the transfer. Moving from 

FAST to Sapphire Build involved some system  

 

According to Scott Saucke, among the similarities 

is that both systems use groups and activities, and 

since he had good protocols for those items, he 

could move them to Sapphire relatively simply. But 

because management did not want to reengage 

purchasing and put items out for bid again, he  

had to transfer data that included things such as 

pricing into a format that was based on a built 

item, not an object. 

The only way to accomplish this task was to build 

the database manually for all the options.

“Sapphire will teach you how to use the system,” 

Saucke says, “but they don’t know your data…. 

You have to teach Sapphire what the data is and  

about your company.”

“I did not ask to plug the cable into the old system 

and plug the cable in the new system, and move 

the data over,” Saucke says.

di�erence, but it was the implementation of the Sapphire Web
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that people enjoy being able to control the process them-

burden on the sales person.”

created during registration, making the interaction of 

information between sales and the design center; between 
the design center and production; between production and 

 
of information.

MEASURES OF SUCCESS

-

Here are some of the metrics as a result of implement-

ing the Sapphire Build software.

• Increased production from 350 to 404 annual  

predicts 600 closings is possible without increasing 

• Eliminated all sales support systems

• Because of the ease of comparing contracts, took 

closing department from 3 people to 2

• Eliminated 8 customer care positions, because all 

warranty and customer care can now be handled  

by builders

• Average buyer increased design center spending 

$2,000

• Reduced turnaround time for posting new plans for 

vendors from approximately 5 weeks to 2 weeks

• Eliminated 2 positions in accounting because ease 

of entry: 1 accounts payable clerk and 1 bookkeeper

Buyers can select communities, models, and options 
online. Then they can print brochures that show their 
selection. To do so, they have to provide contact infor-
mation, which becomes the registration card.
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Scott Saucke oversees the databases at Oakwood. His team 
imported community, model and option data from the old 
 database (as well as manually built the Sapphire database), 

that Saucke can ensure that options that are unavailable on 
particular models or even particular lots do not appear as 
available to the buyer. “It allows me to present a home to 
sales people where they don’t have to think,” says Saucke. 
“For example, if it’s a stone house, I don’t show them brick 

can concentrate on selling the house. Sapphire is mega 
loaded with option-rule capacity and deep with abilities  
in what it does. It never ceases to amaze me what it can do.”

Another advantage extends beyond just simple model op-
tions. Many builders must face monotony laws that require 
varieties of elevations on the 
streetscape. At Oakwood, buyers 
interested in lot 54 do not get the 
option to choose the Franklin 
Model if that has been selected 
for a nearby lot. 

Even more dynamic is the  
“option on an option” prob-
lem that builders face. Every 
option has consequences in 
pricing, production, and invoic-
ing. Change a master closet to 
a walk-in closet and that will 

and more. Just from a simple change. But if you 
select an option on that option, other databases don’t 

too late and too expensive to adjust easily. 

In March 2009, Oakwood came out with a new prod-
uct to meet customer demand for smaller homes 

company to roll out the product before building a 
model. “We put it on our website and gave it to our 
sales people,” White says, “and that plan accounted 
for 60 percent of our closings in 2009 without ever 
having a physical plan…. We can have renderings 
and virtual tours in Sapphire for plans that we’ve never 
actually built.”

-

important in the design center where there are thousands 
of options that can be overwhelming. According to Jenna 
Maxwell, who oversees two 10,000 square-foot design 
centers in Denver and Colorado Springs, buyers can now 
sit at a monitor with a design center consultant and work 
through the selection process systematically and, in real 

 
is also possible to tie that information directly into a mort-

their monthly mortgage payments.

Previously, option selections would be completed at the 
sales center, using circle sheets that then were hand-entered 

A vendor portal allows trades to keep track of job schedules and purchase orders. 
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Change orders or changes to options would come through 

buyer showed up at the design center before the changes 

nature of Sapphire prevents this. Changes are entered in the 
database and nowhere else.

Even so, option selection could be incredibly time consum-
ing and frustrating, if it weren’t for another feature. “You 
can hover your mouse over options and it will show you 
renderings of what those options look like before you click,” 
Maxwell says. “Buyers love it.”

Walker, the average buyer increased design center spend-
ing about $2,000. “We have so much trouble getting price,” 
he says. “We can get them to spend it at the design center 
with a 30 percent margin. It’s a way to raise prices without 
raising prices.” 

BETTER INFORMATION STREAMLINES PRODUCTION
-

and in the design center, Oakwood built portals for its  
trade contractors to make it easier to interact and get  
bidding, estimating, and invoicing. “We now post all the 
plans on the website as soon as we issue IDs for the new 
community,” Walker says. “Trade contractors can download 

estimates, enter the numbers to the bid request 
forms generated by Sapphire and e-mail them back  
to us to review prior them being uploaded to  
the system.”

time for getting estimates on new plans from 

require Oakwood estimators to keep calling and 
hounding trades for their data.

-
lems has had another consequence. “Because the 
documents are correct,” says Walker, “builders do 
all the warranty and customer care.” Homeowners 
submit issues through the website; Oakwood con-

builder looks at the issues then sends them along 

request to follow up is about four days.

FROM OPTIONS TO TRUE CUSTOMIZATION

and options created a new and unexpected dynamic for 
Oakwood. In a market dominated by large, national build-

more options and even customization, while continuing to 
deliver high customer satisfaction.

“We went from hoping to do regular change orders right to 
be able to do custom change orders without any hiccups,” 
says White. A typical scenario would involve a buyer who 

it to product development, which comes back with a draw-
ing. Purchasing delivers a price, and sales gives it to the 
buyer. If the buyer agrees, sales makes the contract and the 

Oakwood can even roll out common requests as standard-
ized options and take them to market quicker.

Oakwood’s operations. Engaging buyers at the emotional 
level also helps the company improve sales and meet 
customer expectations. But the backbone of a home build-
ing company is the accounting, purchasing, and manage-
ment functions that provide the necessary environment for 

homes with limited options to true custom home building.

tion side. A�er implementing Sapphire in sales, on the web
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processes, trades don’t get paid on time and their devotion 

it is a seamless system with a single database that “nobody 

integration of the two databases is perfectly matched with 

For Oakwood, this meant that its switch from FAST to 

much more robust accounting and reporting mechanisms 

the accounts are automatically updated from Sapphire, so there 

payments and journal entries. Oakwood established tem-
plates in Sapphire that automatically enter information in the 
accounting system for things such as job costing. 

production system but now uses an authorized start system. 

ease of the Sapphire system allows accounting, then, to do a 

vendors about when they will be paid. Walker elaborates. 
“Instead of vendors coming to us to ask for information, 

was at $4, and we had vendors driving to get PO’s signed by 

on the PO. We don’t have vendors driving around, and it 
saves them money.”

payable person to be able to execute the job, rather than 

mechanism that allows owners and managers to set up 
dashboards, giving them the essential information they 
need to manage the business while not overwhelming them 

reports are set up automatically, and don’t require anybody 
to pull them together on a weekly or monthly basis.

FOR MORE INFORMATION

Sapphire Build provides integrated software solu-

experience for home buyers and builders, allowing 
builders to manage their complicated business by 

management, improved customer relation experi-
ences, and simpler reporting.

To learn more about Sapphire Build, please visit the 
website at www.sapphirebuild.com

You may also contact Jauko Vakiparta 
400 TradeCenter 
Suite 5900 
Woburn, MA 01801 

All the data in Sapphire shows up-to-the minute conditions. That 
makes job costing reports dead-on accurate.

Sapphire Build gave it the ability to take advantage of the


