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C
entral Ohio is a test kitchen for Ed 
Bacome and Phil Fankhauser. Their 
company, Epcon Communities 
Franchising Inc., builds 
maintenance-free communities 

targeted at baby boomers. 
After extensive market research, Epcon learns 

what it takes to build each design, discovering 
the costs and flaws like any other builder. 

“Most of the time our batting average has been 
excellent; if you design something, it turns out 
pretty well,” says Bacome, founder and principal. 
“But you don’t know until the market tells you 
(that) you hit a home run.”

Then, franchisees can step in.
Fankhauser, founder and principal, says their 

franchisees, who operate in 19 states, always ask 
how Epcon provides a competitive advantage.

“And we say — half serious, half joking — that, 
‘We’re going to share with them 30 years of 
mistakes that they don’t need to make because 
we’ve made them before,’” he says. “Just as 
important as what we coach them to do is what 
we coach them not to do. 
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It’s unusual for a homebuilder to 
franchise, but that’s exactly what Bacome 
and Fankhauser did 20 years ago to 
grow their brand geographically. Today, 
Epcon still has two divisions: Epcon 
Communities for its own communities and 
Epcon Franchising for franchise builders 
to take advantage of Epcon’s designs, 
resources and brand.

“Neither of us were enamored with the 
possibilities of spending a majority of our 
time on an airplane, traveling to projects 
that we were doing,” Fankhauser says.

Bacome and Fankhauser also drew on 
their experience to plan for tough times 
and survive the Great Recession when 
over half of the builders in America went 
out of business. 

And now Epcon is in its most vigorous 
ramp-up ever, which is a fresh challenge 
for the two housing veterans.

Invest for the future
Homebuilders have a long business life 
cycle. A ramp up cannot happen with 
the flip of a switch. And in this recovery 
period, Epcon is no longer building its 

“Most of the time our batting 
average has been excellent; if 
you design something, it turns 
out pretty well. But you don’t 
know until the market tells 
you (that) you hit a home run.”

–ED BACOME, FOUNDER AND PRINCIPAL,
EPCON COMMUNITIES FRANCHISING INC.

own communities just in Ohio, but also 
in Raleigh and Charlotte, North Carolina.

From the initial land purchase through 
the approval process and build, it’s easily 
two years of significant investment, 
Bacome says. At the same time, you need 
the final sale within two to three years to 
make it as profitable as you expect.

Forecasting is critical, and so is 
speed, which means investing in good 
people who enable you to meet all your 
objectives, Fankhauser says. 

“The housing industry was so 
(demolished) by the recession that large 
numbers of professionals in housing left 
the industry altogether,” he says. “And so 
we’re recruiting from a pool of experience 
that is much less than it was five years 
ago.”

Despite the shallower recruiting pool, 
Epcon is still being particular with its 
hires, and Fankhauser hopes the industry 
will soon begin to attract people back or 
bring in others for the first time.

In the upswing
For 20 years, Epcon closed about 

four homes per month. That velocity 
gradually went down to one or two a 
month, and then stayed there for six 
years. It was several years beyond what 
Bacome and Fankhauser hoped.

Bacome says their thinking has adjusted 
so much that today, as they’ve come up to 
two or three closings a month, it’s hard to 
believe four was normal.

Fankhauser says they read about the 
economic recovery before they actually 
felt it — when not only did buyers come 
in larger numbers, but the banking 
industry also looked at housing as an 
investment opportunity once again.

Bacome felt the upswing was finally 
here about a year and a half ago.

Epcon was building two communities in 
Columbus that were 20-some units and 
30-some units, only 2 or 3 miles apart. 

“We finally made a business decision. 
Instead of doing one first alone so it 
didn’t compete with the second one, we 
concluded that the two, because of their 
size and location, going at the same time 
would garner more sales than either one 
by themselves,” he says.

SOCIAL MEDIA: To learn more about Epcon Communities Franchising Inc., like its Facebook 
page www.facebook.com/epconfranchising and follow on Twitter @EpconFranchise.



Before they even started building, 
nearly all of the units were sold.

“When you experience that, that affirms 
to you what I’m reading in the paper is 
really happening for us,” Bacome says.

Overcoming the unknowns
Every business has its uncertainties — in 
fact homebuilding is like a manufacturing 
process that’s subject to weather elements 
— so planning is an ongoing challenge.

“You just have to do your best to look 
ahead, to talk to people, to read trade 
publications, to see what your experience 
is and just monitor it,” Bacome says.

But there will always be some element 
of risk. 

“At some point, you’re rolling the dice a 
little bit,” he says.

Fankhauser says you can try to protect 
your company with good business 
practices. For example, Epcon doesn’t buy 
land years in advance or gamble on future 
sales. 

“We’ll build a model in a community 
and then we’ll presell homes of our model 
home,” he says. “So we are not a builder 
that speculates a lot on homes, betting 
that buyers will follow to scoop them up. 

“We prefer to take a more conservative 
approach — most of our homes are built 
only when we have a committed buyer 
ready for them.”

Another good business practice is 
patience. At Epcon, Bacome says site 
selection is a good example. 

It’s a democratic process where at 
least a half a dozen people weigh in. If 
management isn’t sure, he says they do 
their research by picking the brains of 
realtors who specialize in that part of 
town.

“We’d rather pay a little extra for a 
really good site, than somebody who has 
got a bargain site,” Bacome says. “There’s 
a reason that it’s a bargain site.”

Focused and flexible
Part of good planning is how you 
position your business. You want to be 
where there’s a need and you’re effective, 
while staying current and in touch with 
your customers.

Bacome says during previous downturns 
in both the economy and housing 
industry, Epcon wasn’t impacted much 
due to its singular focus. It was building 
in areas that are economically strong for a 

What was your first job and what did you learn?
Bacome: My real first job was working on the farm — milking cows, feeding hogs, baling 

hay, plowing, cultivating and planting corn. My parents were tenant farmers.

My dad was always building something on the farm. And while I wasn’t the youngest, for 

some reason he always selected me to build something. Then when I left the farm, and I 

got into working with this masonry contractor in a housing development, I was drawn to or 

almost fascinated by this idea of developing and building. 

I liked it at an early age, and I love it today.

Fankhauser: When I was about 7 or 8 years old, I would take a wagon door to door and sell 

vegetables from my grandmother’s vegetable garden. My jobs were straight commission: 

If I didn’t sell something, I didn’t make anything. So I guess I learned not to be bashful at a 

very early age. 

A couple of years later, I had an opportunity to get a franchise — I use that term lightly — 

for TV Guide. This was back when my only regret was that I wasn’t selling TVs because all of 

the homes in Parsons didn’t have TVs at that point.

I would deliver the TV Guide to each home once a week for 15 cents, and I got to keep a 

nickel. That was a 33 percent commission, and I’ve been hoping to find another job like that 

with something that would sell for a lot more than 15 cents ever since. 

Bacome: My partner Phil is one of the best salespeople I have ever met. And he’s just 

shared part of why I say that — he said there were no TVs in Parsons and yet he was selling 

TV Guide. Now you tell me that that wouldn’t take a great salesperson.

What is the best business advice you’ve ever received?
Bacome: My best advice would have been observed from my father, not necessarily 

spoken, and that was his negotiating skills. He, to my knowledge, never bought something 

without making an effort to negotiate. And as a kid, it embarrassed me.

If he walked in and a battery was $30, he would say, “I suppose if I paid you cash you’d 

take $25.”

There are so many times that I’ve asked for something, thinking that there is not a great 

likelihood I was going to get it. But in the end the terms ended up better than what I’d have 

ended up accepting if I’d just said, “Yes, I’ll do what you’re asking me to do.”

Fankhauser: My father said pick something that you like and work really hard at it. 

I’ve never forgotten that, and I did pick something I like — coming to work everyday is still 

a thrill. I can’t envision not having this in my life.
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Takeaways >>
Learn from experience — your own or others.

Prudent business planning decreases uncertainty.

Focus on your strengths, while staying fresh.

COVER EPCON COMMUNITIES FRANCHISING INC.

“Every great business connects with their customers, and that begins 
with truly understanding in great detail what it is that the customer 
wants when they walk through your door.”

–PHIL FANKHAUSER, FOUNDER AND PRINCIPAL, EPCON COMMUNITIES FRANCHISING INC.

occasionally to think of something else.”
That focus cannot be stagnant, though.
Years ago as the Eisenhower generation 

was replaced by baby boomers, Bacome 
says he and Fankhauser didn’t catch on as 
quickly as some of their employees that 
the market was changing. 

Buyers wanted options like granite 
counters or hardwood floors. 

“Our first reaction was, ‘We don’t do 
options,’” he says. “And finally we came 
to realize the market was going to leave 
us behind if we didn’t stay up-to-date.”

Epcon stepped up. It now offers 
hundreds of options, and reviews the list 
regularly. 

“So, I would say, some advice is to stay 

up to date, stay fresh,” Bacome says. “Just 
because it worked last year, maybe it 
won’t work this year.”

Fankhauser says you can do that by 
truly connecting with your customers 
through targeted market research, focus 
groups and surveys. 

“There’s a wealth of information, but it 
takes work and it takes time,” he says.

“Every great business connects with 
their customers, and that begins with 
truly understanding in great detail what 
it is that the customer wants when they 
walk through your door.” ●

How to reach: Epcon Communities Franchising Inc., 
(800) 783-3838, www.epconcommunities.com 
or www.epconfranchising.com

growing population — baby boomers. 
“We have had multiple opportunities 

over the years to branch into something 
that’s building related, but not our exact 
product,” he says. “But we’ve stayed 
focused, even when we’re tempted 
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