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Ok, here's how home builders operate.

They buy land, install streets and utilities if necessary, build single-family homes, and sell them.

Large companies dominate the industry, but most builders are small, putting up fewer than 20 homes per year.

They act as general contractors, buying materials, leasing equipment, and supervising sub-contractors. Large builders have teams of workers who do much of the core construction. It takes about 3 months to build a house.

Homes are built within a certain size and price range, to appeal to a specific type of buyer. Some companies build homes to order, but most construction is done on spec, that is, without pre-sold buyers. Model homes are often built first, to show buyers what they'll get. 

Building materials are only bought when needed, but builders may hold large inventories of land. 

Here are some strategic things you should know.

Demand for new homes is cyclical and can change rapidly. Builders try to minimize the risk by selling building lots or by selling homes before they're built, but overbuilding is common, followed by years of low demand. During the recession, home building fell 60 percent.

Land is sometimes difficult to acquire, especially around big cities. Land prices can double or triple during periods of strong demand, so builders try to buy well before it's needed.

Home building depends on bank loans. Builders typically take out construction loans. Home buyers need mortgage loans. Home building is sharply affected if interest rates are high or credit is tight.

Because building activity varies during the year, and also from year to year, builders keep a core of permanent workers and then hire temporary workers when needed. 
Here are some good talking points.

How many homes do they finish in a normal year?

How badly were they affected by the recession?

How much of their building is on spec?

What's the price range in which they build? Who is the target customer?

What's their normal method for selling homes? Do they arrange financing for buyers?

How large an inventory of land do they carry?

And finally, how do they see their business changing in the future?

Now you're ready.

