
Panelization shows appealPanelization shows appeal
If interest counts, this could be the hottest new product

to hit the marketplace since building blocks were introduced

I f  a t t e n d a n c e  f o r  a  s p e c i a l
seminar is any indicator, the pro-

cess of panelization proved its ap-
peal during AWCI’s convention
short course, which was held prior
to the association’s annual conven-
t ion in  Phoenix ,  Ar izona las t
March.

More than 160 interested contrac-
to rs ,  supp l ie rs ,  a rch i tec ts  and
manufacturers turned out for the
two-day affair, which included both
a classroom and field instruction
setting.

What resulted was one of the
most comprehensive programs ever
to be presented for the purpose of
defining the specifics of paneliza-

tion as it applies to the construction
of exterior walls.

Panelization, as it was discussed
for the short course purposes, is the
advanced fabrication of steel frames
in combination with the advanced
finishing of the exterior surface,
prior to positioning of an exterior
wall section onto a building.

The individual pieces of the wall
are combined and assembled, usual-
ly on the ground, prior to the in-
stallation of the panel. This includes
the studs, sheathing, lath, insulation
board and the exterior finish.

Under normal circumstances, the
pre fabr ica ted pane l  wou ld  be
assembled wi th  the panel  in  a

horizontal position. The primary
difference between panelization and
more conventional forms of con-
struction is that the major part of
the panelization work is performed
away from the building site, usually
at a well-organized plant that is set
up to receive, store and work with
the various materials that make up a
panel.

Put another way, the process of
panelization is used to build sec-
tions, rather than pieces of a wall
construction.

THE MARKET
You don’t have to look very far to

find that panelization has an enor-
mous market potential. According

So, that’s a panel! . . . More than 150 interested contractors or their representatives turned up in Phoenix to
take part in AWCl’s Short Course on Panelization. What they got for their efforts was an earful and eyeful
of the panelization processes from the professionals who have already moved into the manufacture and
installation of panelized building components. Here, participants await the installation of a panel during
a field demonstration at the Ora B. Hopper & Sons plant.
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They came to see panels . . . and panels they saw

t o  F W  D o d g e ’ s  C o n s t r u c t i o n
Outlook, total construction is ex-
pected to be slower in 1980 than it
was during 1979. Nevertheless, that
construction will total an estimated
$60 billion in new construction in
the areas of commercial, institu-
tional and multi-family buildings.

Those figures do not include the
massive markets of manufacturing
const ruct ion and the rap id ly-
growing retrofit market. The Dodge
figures do include, however, the
basis for estimating that construc-

tion in commercial, institutional
and multi-family housing will in-
volve about 500 million square feet

The average price for that wall
space, which is between seven and
eight dollars per square foot, yields

of exterior wall space in 1980.

a market potential in the $4 billion
range. And, there is reason to expect
that contractors within the wall and
ceiling industries, utilizing paneliza-
tion, could pull down at least half of
that market.

Why? Largely because a wall and

ceiling contractor is set up for an
economical exterior wall system

Some experts project the growth
of panelization markets could top

when he diversifies into panelized

1000 percent in 1980.

construction.

COST EFFECTIVE
The reason for the growth of

p a n e l i z a t i o n  o p p o r t u n i t i e s  i s
threefold. One, the process is cost
effective. Two, it offers terminal ef-
ficiency. And, thirdly, it has a low

Continued on page 12

Steel framing and its role in panelization
This graphic from Wheeling Corrugating Company’s “Steel Framing Technical
Manual and Design Details” booklet shows steel framing’s relation to panelized
walls using synthetic plaster for exterior finishing. In the most common penelized
applications, the prefabricated wall unit would be constructed from its framing
and exterior materials, with the interior wall board to be added after hoisting
and installation. In this application, the exterior components consist of the
steel stud frame, exterior gypsum sheathing, expanded polystyrene in-
sulation, reinforcing fabric and the synthetic plaster.
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The interest in panelizing is consistently high

life-of-project (life cycle) cost.
The big question on panelization

is not how much it can grow, but
how much its growth will be in-
hibited by the numbers of contrac-
tors available to do work in the
field.

Analysts say, however, that no
market in construction traditionally
remains unfilled. When the demand
goes up, the supply is never long to
follow. It is likely that much of the
initial new panelization work will be
snapped up by diversifying wall and
ceiling contractors. It is also likely
that continued development of
pane l ized const ruc t ion  oppor -
tunities will touch off the formation
of several new companies to join the
field.

It is also likely that the market
will continue to grow as the process

gains acceptance and as products
are refined and improved. Already,
although it is a relatively “new”
system when compared to more con-
ventional construction methods,
panelization has shown itself to be
in an advantageous position when it
is cost compared to its sister con-
struction methods.

A few examples to compare to
panelization’s estimated cost of
$7-$8 per square foot:

• Solid precast concrete runs
from $5.50 to $10 per square foot,
plus interior finishing costs. Those
figures, however, are for low-rise
construction. They move up to $6

• Tilt up, precast concrete with
no finish runs up to $4 per square
foot. It is a system often used in the
construction of warehouses and
manufacturing buildings.

to $12 per square foot when you go
to high-rise construction.

• Glass curtain wall can run $11

• Furring with poured insula-

to $20 per square foot.

tion on the inside, has an average
cost of $6.50 to $13 per square foot.

• Without panelization, the

• Brick and block runs from
$6.50 to $9 per square foot, plus an

building of a finished wall from

additional $1 a foot for interior
finishing and insulation.

• Prefinished metal wall panels

studs, sheathing, lath, R11 insula-

that include pre-insulation run $5 to
$8 per foot, but also require
backups, structural support or steel
s t u d  b a c k u p s ,  a n d  i n s u l a t i o n
finishing. Those additions move the
system’s cost up into the $7.50 to
$10 per foot range.
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tion in cavity wallboard runs about
$7 to $8 per square foot.

OTHER CONSIDERATIONS A ‘general’ endorsement
There are also other considera-

tions when we begin to talk about
the cost of panelization vis a vis
other forms of wall construction.

There is a lot more than the cost
of the basic wall construction to be
computed in determining the actual
dollar outlay for different wall
systems.

• With precast concrete of a
solid nature, heavy duty inserts are
required at the floorline for at-
tachments. Larger, and hence more
expensive, exterior beams or col-
umns are required.

“Light guage steel framing and
synthetic plaster. Over exterior
insulation. These make paneliza-
t ion and outsulat ion the best
weapons we could have to help
achieve energy independence.

“Double digit inflation, OPEC
oil pricing and soaring interest
rates have created a challenge and
by an opportunity

“Our country has the finest
manufacturers, materials and
systems . . . the spirit, the best
lathers, plasterers and carpenters
in the world.”

“As American contractors, I
• In any application of heavy

materials, excess weight means add-
ed expenses. Footings, for instance,
become a consideration. The weight
differential between a 4-inch solid
precast and a cement plaster wall
could easily run 30 lbs. per square
foot. That difference alone presents
the structural engineer with the pro-
blem of an added 7,500 lbs. for each
exterior beam spanning 25 feet at a
floor-to-floor height of 10 feet, if he
chooses the precast over the exterior
insulation finish system. On upper
floors, the difference can run as
high as 10,000 lbs. per beam.

• Another cost to be compared
in rating exterior systems is energy
use characteristics. A precast wall, a
brick wall or a block wall are less
thermal efficient than the exterior
insulation finish wall.

Selling your product, of course, is
another major consideration for any
contractor. By being familiar with
the comparative costs of various
systems, you can improve your
negotiating position for a project.

Keeping up to date on technical
materials such as AWCI’s Steel
Framing Systems Manual can also
prov ide the k ind of  cost  com-
parative detail to improve a contrac-
tor’s negotiating position.

The  same  k i nd  o f  t echn i ca l
material can be drawn upon to
demonst ra te  o ther  cost -sav ing
characteristics of panelized con-
struction, such as advantages for the
installation of plumbing and elec-
trical utilities where a cavity wall
with proper punch-outs has been in-
stalled.

Regardless of how you sell it,
panelization is a highly marketable

From out of a blazing desert know what you’ll do.
sun, he rode in the shotgun seat “You know, by God, I actually
of the familiar olive drab jeep pity those poor (expletive deleted)
with the insignia bearing three who have only pre-cast and glass
gold stars. Rigid in posture, he to sell, but God I do.
strode to the podium to address “We’re not just going to ex-
his troops in the gravel-like voice pose them for what they are do-
that has become familiar to every ing to building costs--we’re going
American since this long and hor- to kick their (expletive deleted)
rid war first began. off every job in this country by

Those were this reporter’s first the bushel.
impressions in a chance meeting “We’ll outspec, outsell and
w i t h  G e n e r a l  G e o r g e  P a t - outbid them as fast as (expletive
ton/Hopper. The general took deleted) through a goose!
c e n t e r  s t a g e  i n  P h o e n i x  t o “I know that some of you men
prepare his troops of the crack are wondering if you’ll chicken
AWCI Brigade for the impending out under fire on the construction
battle in the energy war. battlefield. Don’t worry about it.

Patton/Hopper spoke these I can assure you . . . you’ll all do
words to those troops: your duty.

“Men!” “ W h e n  y o u  s e e  p u b l i c
“As we go into the construc- buildings and schools using the

t ion bat t le f ie ld  o f  the 80 ’s , enemy’s products, that waste
there’s only one thing I want you energy, your tax dollars and take
to remember—Energy wasteful money from your family, you’ll
exteriors are the enemy. These know what to do!
(expletive deleted) must be put “Now, there’s one thing you’ll
out of business! ! ! be able to say when you get back

“Your attention to the next home, and you may thank God
hour of instructions is critical-- for it. 20 years from now when
for your survival and our coun- you are s i t t ing around your
try’s survival. fireside, with your grandson your

“All this stuff you’ve heard knee, and asks you—what did you
about American contractors not do in the great energy war of
wanting to fight and not wanting 1 9 8 0 ?  Y o u  w o n ’ t  h a v e  t o
to enter the war for energy con- say . . . well, I shoveled (ex-
servation is a lot of horse dung! pletive deleted) in Louisiana.

“American contractors tradi- “ A l r i g h t ,  y o u  ( e x p l e t i v e
tionally love to fight. All really d e l e t e d ) ,  y o u  k n o w  h o w  I
fine American contractors love feel . . . Uh, I’ll be proud to lead
the sting of battle in the you wonderful guys into battle,
marketplace. any time, any where.”
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The savings in building costs are obvious

system, if for no other reason than
the fact weight, energy and struc-
tural considerations hit the building
owner ’s  hot  but ton in  today ’s
marketplace.

SPEEDY RECOVERY
There is, of course, another con-

struction dimension that should not
be overlooked in rating panelization
as an exterior wall building system:
speed.

Even where some exterior wall
systems have cost advantages over
panelization, those advantages can
be offset by considering the dif-
ferential in speed of cons,truction.
Convent iona l ,  p iece-at -a- t ime
methods can often prove to be
slower than panelization.

A lso c o n t r i b u t i n g t o
panelization’s marketability are the
twin problems of on-site cost over-
runs and a general shortage of skill-

ed labor .  Panel iza t ion,  by  i ts
nature, moves the process into the
area of assembly-line production,
which gives a contractor closer con-
trol over materials and use of the
available labor force.

Even the “little things” add up to
big pluses for panelization. Since
the assembly is done in a jig, or fix-
ed  f r ame ,  each  componen t  o f
assembly will be repetitious. That
means a stud can be located in mere
seconds, and in most cases, stock
items like lath and sheathing can be
precut to fit the assembly, which
eliminates a lot of material wastes.
And, f inal ly, since an assembly
plant can be set up under cover,
weather conditions are reduced as a
factor of construction.

To be sure, panelization has yet to
prove itself to be the next great
building system. Although it has

established itself as a valid (and
valuable) construction method,
panelization still has its largest
dollar value tied up in its potential.

Says one interior system contrac-
tor who has used panelization for a
major move outside of the walls:
“Light gage steel framing systems in
conjunction with portland cement
or the new exterior insulation finish
systems offer our industry the most
significant growth opportunity to
come along in many, many, many
years. It’s the wave of the future,
and it is a system of the present.
When we get into mandated energy
consumption levels for building
construction, we’re going to find
panelized construction one of the
most exciting and dynamic products
in the market. Yes, the hottest thing
going.”
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