
HouseWorkbench RESOURCE

Know what a material calculator cannot decide
https://houseworkbench.com/resources/what-a-material-calculator-cannot-decide/ · Published September 18, 2026

What this resource helps decide
Every calculator on this site does exactly one thing well: turning the measurements,
product choices, and prices you enter into a transparent quantity, comparison, or
budget. This resource exists to be equally clear about what none of them do. It is a
direct boundary statement, written so you know exactly which real-world decisions
still need your own verification, a professional’s judgment, or a local authority’s
approval before you act on any plan this site produces.

Facts to measure or read from the product label
The facts this resource covers are not measurements or product specifications; they
are categories of real-world requirements that exist independently of any
calculation. Permits are a local government requirement, varying by jurisdiction
and by project type and scale, that determine whether certain work legally requires
approval before it begins. Property lines and setback requirements determine how
close a structure can legally sit to a boundary, and are established by a survey or
local records, not by an on-site measurement alone. Manufacturer installation
instructions establish a product’s warranty conditions and safe use, and are specific
to each product, not generalizable from one similar product to another. Structural
requirements, load-bearing capacity, framing adequacy, foundation suitability, are
engineering facts that depend on your specific site conditions and often require a
qualified professional’s direct assessment.

How the applicable calculation or comparison works
There is no calculation for this resource to explain, because none of the facts above
are calculated by anything on this site. This is worth stating plainly: a material
quantity plan can tell you how many pavers a patio needs, but it cannot tell you
whether that patio requires a permit in your municipality, whether it sits within
your property line, or whether your planned base preparation meets a
manufacturer’s or local code’s structural requirement. Those are separate
questions, answered by separate sources, that exist alongside a material plan
rather than inside it.



Common interpretation mistakes
The most common mistake is treating a completed material plan as evidence a
project is ready to begin, when a material plan only ever confirms what to buy, not
whether the project is legally or structurally sound to build. A second mistake is
assuming a project too small to obviously need a permit is automatically exempt,
when permit thresholds vary significantly by jurisdiction and by project type, a
deck of a certain height or a structure of a certain size can cross a threshold you
would not expect. A third mistake is relying on an old survey or a rough on-site
guess for a property line location, when boundary lines can be surprisingly
different from where a fence, hedge, or previous structure suggests they are.

What the model cannot decide
This entire resource is, in effect, the answer to that question. No calculator on this
site can confirm a permit is not required, verify a property line location, review
manufacturer installation instructions for your specific product and site, or assess
structural adequacy for your specific conditions. These require, respectively, a call
to your local building or planning department, a professional survey or reliable
existing property records, the actual manufacturer documentation for your chosen
product, and, where structural work is involved, a qualified contractor or engineer’s
direct site assessment.

A practical handoff checklist
Before beginning any project planned using this site: check with your local building
or planning department about permit requirements for your specific project type
and scale, even if you believe it is minor. Confirm your project’s planned footprint
against a reliable property line source, not an assumption based on existing
landscaping or structures. Read your chosen product’s actual manufacturer
installation instructions in full, not just its coverage specification. For any project
involving structural work, load-bearing changes, or foundation work, consult a
qualified professional before proceeding, regardless of how confident a material
plan’s numbers feel.

Why this boundary is stated so directly
It would be easy for a homeowner tool to imply more authority than it actually has,
presenting a completed material plan as a green light to begin work. This site
avoids that framing deliberately. A quantity, a comparison, or a budget total is only
ever as reliable as the facts entered into it, and none of those facts include a legal
review, a structural assessment, or a manufacturer’s specific installation approval.
Stating that boundary plainly, rather than letting a polished-looking calculation



imply more certainty than it has earned, is part of what makes the rest of this site’s
numbers trustworthy for the narrower job they actually do.

When in doubt, the answer is to ask, not to assume
If you are unsure whether your project needs a permit, whether your property line
sits where you think it does, or whether a planned structure meets a
manufacturer’s or code’s structural requirement, the reliable path is to ask the
relevant authority or professional directly rather than proceeding on an
assumption. A phone call to a building department or a few minutes reviewing a
manufacturer’s installation guide is a small cost compared to discovering a
compliance problem after materials are purchased or work has begun.

Linked engines
This scope boundary applies across every engine on this site, and matters most for
projects with real structural, boundary, or code exposure, including Deck surface
board plan, Deck railing material plan, Patio paver purchase plan, Patio base-
material plan, Fence panel layout plan, Fence gate opening plan, Raised bed
material plan, and Drywall sheet plan.
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