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Overview

K. Hilsenbeck Communication interviewed four contacts/clients of ProHome Elite (ProHome) between May 13 and June 11, 2012, to gain insight into the perceptions and opinions about the firm. The interviewees work for homebuilders that contract with ProHome for home warranty services; several hired the firm because of favorable references they received from other homebuilders. The respondents interviewed have worked with ProHome for one to six years. 

Questions centered around the client-customer relationship. The goal of the interviews was to assist in the development of communication strategies and marketing messages that would best represent ProHome.
Key Themes

ProHome earned high marks

Homebuilders that use ProHome to handle their home warranty service had high marks for the firm. Some of the words used by respondents to describe the work of ProHome were useful, thorough and having integrity. Respondents also said ProHome was efficient, organized, detail oriented and honest. 

One respondent said, “They are great folks with great integrity.”

ProHome has several strengths: Organization and Customer Service were top the rated

Thoroughness, documentation, organizational skills – these are all areas where ProHome received praise from clients, evidenced by this comment, “They're organized and well prepared.”

During the walk through, the soon-to-be homeowners determine if everything is up to par in terms of the building construction. ProHome manages that piece of the business, in addition to the maintenance of the warranty after the sale, freeing the builder up, as one person noted, to concentrate on building homes. 

Several respondents mentioned the thoroughness of ProHome’s walk through; i.e., taking the customer through the home one last time before closing. The tracking and documenting of any issues found by the soon-to-be homeowners is an area where respondents said ProHome provides great service, illustrated by these comments:

“The lists they provide after a walk through are very detailed.”

“All walk through items are well done and documented, that really helps us.” 

“As far as documentation and tracking, they're great.” 

“They have great tracking and they are very good at staying on top of things.”

“ProHome tapes and numbers everything, they have an organized list. It's always consistent and easy to walk a house to find the problems.”

“Annually they give us breakdown of the different types of issues so we can zero in on improvement.”

Respondents also mentioned how well ProHome manages the customers during the walk through, providing information and insight about the home. These comments support this strength:

“Overall their strength is in walking the homes and explaining the details to homeowners. They educate our customers. They take the time to help them understand everything about the repairs and the warranty.”

“They are patient and thorough with our clients.”

“They also explain all the mechanical systems. They show clients where the shut off valves are located. It's really an entire program.”

“Plus, they offer a neutral go-between among the customer, the builder and themselves. They can mediate issues. They take time to explain things. They do the walk through and have the tolerances of houses and can go over the issues in depth. They're on top of it. We've had no problems.” 

“On a scale of 1-10 on performance, they are a 9. They do their due diligence. They show all the shut offs.” 

“Our customers have all been delighted. Very few had any negative feedback about ProHome but they were challenging customers. The main issues were not getting the turn around time they wanted on repairs, it was never that ProHome was rude or abrupt.”

“They deal with most sensitive side of business: a client's concerns and sometimes frustrations. ProHome really takes the heat sometimes. Customers can get upset - not at ProHome, but they're taking the heat. ProHome does a wonderful job at unwinding that customer.”

“No one has ever complained about them.”

For most respondents, ProHome helps them manage their business better

Using ProHome has pros and cons according to respondents; by their comments, it seems there are more pros. 

Pros:

One area where ProHome appears to benefit homebuilders is in providing a service that allows the builder to concentrate on other aspects of their business.

“Their work frees up our time, so our project manager is not bogged down. We don't worry about the PM following through and getting tough phone calls, so our PM can do what he/she is intended to do which is build houses. Using ProHome is very cost effective for us.”

“We used to do it all ourselves, in terms of the walk through and explaining the allowable repairs and the warranty. It was really the time element.” 

“Our client needs are very important, but we're often busy building other homes. ProHome is a great program. They take care of our customers on our behalf.”

“I use them in our marketing efforts: I say we have a warranty department because what ProHome does is fulfill that piece of the business.”

“I'm a production builder; we move quick. Our superintendent doesn't have time to work on the home warranties. For example, I closed eight houses on Friday and four today. We need someone who could work on this piece of the business.”

Cons:

According to one respondent, the downside of using a third-party vendor for the walk through and home warranty is the need to meet with the homeowners in addition to ProHome’s meeting with them.

“For us, they take the place of an employee. That was a benefit to me, but we still have to go out and look at the houses because ProHome can't make the determination on everything. So we still have to visit with homeowners. 

They require a lot of attention that I didn't expect to have to give. I struggle with seeing benefit there; we still have to research the issues. We're doing more than I'd hoped.”

ProHome has little competition in the minds of respondents

The general consensus among those who provided input was that ProHome does a good job and homebuilders are not looking for another firm to handle home warranties.

Comments supporting this theme include: 

“There was no need to go looking for another firm over the past six years. They do an outstanding job.”

“We've never tried any other firm since we contracted with ProHome.”

Industry Frustrations

Respondents noted the following frustrations about the home warranty industry:

“When you have a 3rd party warranty [company], they need to stand strong on performance guidelines for construction. For example, we're not going to fill all those nail holes. They need to be able to explain that to homebuyer. As an example, knots in wood...certain types you can't fill because it's the nature of the product. In our semi-custom homes they definitely need to know those standards. This is a frustration of everyone in the industry, not just ProHome. After four months of training, they know what we expect. It was a little rough at first.”

“It's just the nature of beast; you always have to smooth over homeowners. That's not going to go away.”

Areas for Improvement

Most respondents had few negative opinions of ProHome, however, they offered a few areas for consideration, such as getting the home builder involved sooner and being more familiar with the product (the home). 

One respondent noted they want ProHome to get the home builder involved earlier, as evidenced by this comment: “When we have challenging homeowners, they need to get us involved sooner. We've seen a few issues and we're trying to sharpen things. They need us involved right away especially with those customers.”

An additional comment regarding areas of improvement was:

“They struggle sometimes to keep up with us. But so far, they've made everything happen for us. They need to be very familiar with the product - know it before you walk through. They act as proxy for us and we need them to know our product. We got them up to speed by showing them our houses, explaining what we offer and what we don't. They spend time with me personally and that helps them understand our business and product.”

Summary

ProHome Elite provides excellent customer service for its clients. Homebuilders repeatedly praised ProHome’s diligence in being thorough, organized and detail oriented. The company is also seen as being honest and having integrity. 

Respondents appreciate the way ProHome creates easy to read lists of issues found during the walk through. Most respondents felt that ProHome adds value to their business, particularly in the area of customer service.

Based on feedback, ProHome may consider improving its knowledge of a builder’s product (i.e., new homes). Respondents generally felt ProHome was up to speed, yet some comments indicate home builders really are looking for a third-party vendor who can step in and fulfill the role of the superintendent. One builder said implementing a weekly meeting helped immensely; perhaps if it’s not already done with other builders ProHome could implement a similar meeting.

Homebuilders also had positive feedback on how well ProHome treats homebuyers. As an extension of their business, respondents appreciate the top-notch customer service ProHome provides to buyers. Several commented on how ProHome shows customers shut-off values and explains things in understandable detail. Few customers have lodged complaints about ProHome to homebuilders.

Areas for improvement include more fully taking on the role of superintendent to truly free up homebuilders; if they have to come meet with the customer anyway, some homebuilders may find less value in contracting out the warranty service.
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