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A reserve study is one of the most important financial planning tools available to a community
association. It evaluates major common area components, estimates their remaining useful life,
and projects the funding necessary for repair and replacement over time. Those major
components are not deteriorating silently. A Reserve Study says “We’ve got our eyes on you...
you’re not going to surprise us!” When prepared and updated regularly, a reserve study provides
a long-term roadmap for financial stability.

Yet in many associations, reserve studies are reviewed briefly when completed and then placed
on a shelf. Months or years later, boards may face unexpected expenses or funding shortfalls,
only to realize that the information they needed was provided years ago. They just took their eyes
off the ball.

A reserve study is not meant to be a static report. It is designed to guide action. When used as a
living document, it becomes a central tool for budgeting, maintenance planning, risk
management, and long-term strategy. Turning a reserve study into an action plan requires
intention, consistency, and board-level engagement.

Start with Board-Level Understanding

Before a reserve study can shape decisions, board members must understand what it contains.
That does not mean mastering technical details, it means becoming familiarity with key concepts
such as the Component List (what’s on it, what are the near-term projects...), how well prepared
they are financially (their Percent Funded), and the funding needed to keep up with deterioration
and prepare for upcoming major projects.

Too often, reserve studies are treated as technical documents best left to accounts or other
professionals. While professional oversight is nice, the ultimate responsibility for financial
decisions rests with the board. Without a working understanding of the study’s structure and
assumptions, it becomes difficult to rely on it confidently.
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Boards should schedule time to review the study collectively, ideally with the reserve specialist
who prepared it, in order to get answers to their questions. Understanding how cost estimates
were developed, why projects are expected when they appear on the report, how well prepared
they are financially, and what budget adjustments are necessary in order to be prepared for
upcoming projects.

When board members share a common understanding of the study’s purpose and findings,
discussions about budgets, projects, and funding adjustments naturally reference the long-term
plan. Instead of reacting to short-term pressures (“How do we pay for our insurance premium?”),
leadership can evaluate decisions in the context of a structured roadmap, because Reserve costs
don’t ever go away. Therefore, understanding is the first step toward implementation.

Integrate the Reserve Study into the Annual Budget Process

One of the most practical and powerful ways to turn a reserve study into an action plan is to
incorporate it directly into the annual budgeting process.

Reserve transfers should not be set arbitrarily or based solely on last year’s numbers or “what you
can afford”. Nor should they be adjusted simply to minimize short-term increases. Budgeted
reserve transfers should reflect the funding recommendations outlined in the study and the long-
term projections associated with maintaining financial stability.

During budget preparation, boards should review projected expenditures for the coming years
and confirm that reserve transfers are aligned with maintaining adequate funding levels. If the
study recommends gradual increases to keep pace with inflation and deterioration, those multi-
yr adjustments should be incorporated deliberately rather than postponed.

Boards should also examine how current transfer levels affect projected Percent Funded levels
over time, answering the question “Is our association’s reserve fund increasing in preparedness,
or decreasing?” If your association’s reserve fund is declining in strength, driving your association
towards “special assessment-land” (because the costs never go away), that trajectory should be
discussed openly.

By making the reserve study the foundation of budgeted reserve transfers, associations reduce
the likelihood of abrupt assessment increases in the future. Budgeting becomes proactive rather
than reactive. When the annual budget and the reserve study are aligned, the study transforms
from a theoretical projection into an operational plan.

Coordinate Maintenance with Projected Life Cycles

Reserve studies estimate remaining useful life based on typical conditions. However, proactive
maintenance can influence how long components actually perform. Turning the reserve study into
an action plan requires coordination between maintenance planning and projected life cycles.
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For example, regular roof inspections and timely minor repairs may help ensure the roof reaches
its expected replacement date without premature failure, or perhaps even extends the roof’s
functional life. Concrete sealing programs can slow deterioration. Scheduled painting and
waterproofing maintenance can extend the service life of siding and structural components,
delaying an expensive siding replacement project.

Boards should review the reserve schedule alongside preventive maintenance plans. If the study
anticipates replacement in ten years, maintenance efforts during those ten years should support
that timeline. Conversely, if inspections reveal accelerated deterioration, boards should adjust
replacement schedules within the reserve study accordingly.

This dynamic relationship between maintenance and funding is critical. A reserve study should
not be viewed as a rigid prediction. It is a framework that needs to be adjusted based on real-
world conditions.

When maintenance and reserve planning work together, associations maximize asset value and
reduce unexpected disruptions.

Prioritize Projects Strategically

A reserve study typically projects expenses over a thirty-year period or longer. Not all projects
carry equal urgency. Turning the study into an action plan requires boards to prioritize based on
condition, safety, financial readiness, and operational impact.

Annual reviews of the project schedule allow boards to confirm which components are
approaching the end of their useful life and to begin preparation well in advance. If a major roof
replacement is projected in three years, the board should not wait until the final year to begin
discussions. Early preparation allows time for inspections, engineering evaluations, contractor
research, and financial coordination.

Strategic prioritization also requires distinguishing between critical and non-critical projects.
Structural repairs, life-safety issues, and water intrusion concerns often demand higher priority
than cosmetic upgrades.

By reviewing the reserve schedule regularly, boards avoid being surprised by major expenditures.
Preparation becomes part of routine governance rather than an emergency response.

Planning ahead also improves pricing outcomes. Contractors can be selected through competitive
bidding rather than under emergency pressure. Timelines can be chosen strategically rather than
dictated by failure.

Monitor Percent Funded and Funding Trajectory

Percent Funded is a valuable indicator of reserve strength, but it is most meaningful when tracked
over time rather than viewed as a single number.
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Boards should monitor not only the current Percent Funded level but also its projected trajectory
based on budgeted funding decisions. A reduction in transfers may appear desirable for the
current year, but projections will reveal a declining funding position over the next decade.

Similarly, after completing a major project, reserve balances may drop temporarily. But look to
see how quickly yours is projected to rebound. Tracking trends helps leadership maintain long-
term perspective. Instead of reacting to isolated figures, boards can evaluate how decisions
influence future risk.

Monitoring funding trajectory encourages discipline. It reinforces the idea that reserve planning
is a continuous process rather than a one-time calculation.

Update the Study Regularly

A reserve study reflects conditions and cost assumptions at a specific point in time. Project costs
change, the condition of your components change, and the cash in your Reserve Fund changes.
With these three major factors (the three “C’s”) constantly changing, regular updates ensure that
the association’s action plan remains accurate and relevant.

Periodic site inspections confirm that condition assessments align with reality. If a component
shows less deterioration than anticipated, replacement timing may be extended responsibly. If
deterioration has accelerated, schedules may need adjustment.

Financial updates revise funding recommendations based on current reserve balances, interest
earnings, and economic conditions.

By updating the study at recommended intervals (a “With-Site-Visit Update at least every third
year, a No-Site-Visit Update in the in-between years), boards maintain a current roadmap rather
than relying on outdated projections. A living reserve study evolves alongside the community.
This type of diligence is appropriate for a budget line item (reserve transfers) commonly in the
range of 25% of the association’s total budget. An outdated reserve study cannot serve as an
effective action plan. Get real. You can’t make a good plan based on outdated information.

Use the Study to Support Communication
Turning a reserve study into an action plan also strengthens communication with homeowners.

When boards reference the study during budget discussions or project announcements (and
provide the Component List to owners to see “what’s coming up”), they demonstrate that
decisions are based on professional analysis rather than personal preference. This reduces rumors
and misinformation, and builds trust.

For example, when announcing a roof replacement, the board can explain that the project aligns
with the reserve study’s projected timeline and funding plan. When increasing transfers,
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leadership can reference long-term projections showing how gradual adjustments will prepare
everyone’s homes for new siding (or asphalt) without need for a special assessment.

Sharing high-level summaries of upcoming projects, projected timelines, and funding strategies
helps residents understand the broader plan. It builds community, as you discuss how the board
is caring for “our association”. Transparency reinforces confidence and reduces resistance to
gradual assessment increases. When homeowners see that the reserve study guides consistent
decision-making year after year, trust in governance grows.

Communication transforms the reserve study from an internal financial document into a visible
framework for responsible leadership and communication with homeowners.

Align Long-Term Strategy with Reserve Planning

Reserve studies are not isolated financial documents. They intersect with broader strategic goals
such as sustainability initiatives, energy efficiency upgrades, aesthetic improvements, and
amenity enhancements.

Boards can use the long-term expenditure schedule to coordinate improvements with necessary
replacements. If siding replacement is projected within a certain timeframe, the board may
evaluate upgraded materials or improved insulation during that project. If a mechanical system is
scheduled for replacement, energy-efficient options may be considered. If owners want to play
pickleball, they can get the tennis court(s) restriped for that purpose during the upcoming
resurfacing project. Coordinating enhancements with required repairs reduces overall cost
compared to treating improvements as separate initiatives.

Reserve planning can also inform broader discussions about community evolution. As buildings
age, modernization opportunities may arise. By reviewing long-term projections, boards can
anticipate these opportunities rather than responding impulsively.

Aligning strategic goals with reserve planning strengthens both financial and physical outcomes.
Assign Responsibility and Establish Routine Review

An action plan requires accountability. Boards should establish clear responsibility for reviewing
and referencing the reserve study throughout the year. This may include placing a reserve funding
and project review on the agenda quarterly, assigning a board member or committee to monitor
projected expenditures, or incorporating reserve analysis into capital project discussions.

Routine review prevents the study from being forgotten between updates. It reinforces the idea
that reserve planning is central to governance. Consistency builds habit. Habit builds discipline.
Discipline builds stability.
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Moving from Information to Implementation

A reserve study provides valuable information, but information alone does not create stability.
Action does.

Boards that actively reference the study during budgeting, maintenance planning, project
preparation, and strategic discussions transform it into a living guide. Instead of reacting to
emergencies, boards operate within a realistic, structured framework.

Consistent review, regular updates (a With-Site-Visit Update at least every third year!), and
disciplined funding ensure that projections become reality rather than forgotten
recommendations. When leadership integrates reserve planning into everyday governance, the
association operates proactively rather than reactively. The “ship” of the association remains on
its charted course to the future. In the end, a reserve study is not meant to gather dust. It is a tool
for foresight, discipline, and responsible stewardship.

Associations that treat their reserve study as an action plan protect their infrastructure, stabilize
their finances, reduce special assessment risk, and strengthen homeowner confidence. They
replace uncertainty with preparation and transform long-term projections into practical,
measurable steps.

Future stability is not accidental. It is built year by year through informed decisions grounded in a
living reserve study.
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