TIPS FOR BUYING YOUR FIRST HOME  

By Gary Schero

As mortgage interest rates continue to remain at low levels that haven’t been seen for literally decades, a steady stream of first-time homebuyers is flowing into the real estate market. This group is part of the reason why market demand has remained exceptionally strong in 2004. 

First-time buyers, of course, have different needs and concerns than homeowners who are moving up in the market or those who are in the downsizing phase of life. First-time buyers want to make sure they get the most for their sometimes limited housing budgets. They also want to make choices that will prove to be financially sound and advantageous over time. 

Here are some tips for stretching your home-buying budget and for making sure that your first home buying decision stands the test of time:

•  Let the age-old real estate mantra of “location, location, location” be your strongest guide. You will rarely go wrong with real estate purchases if you buy in the best neighborhood you possibly can afford. Don’t be tempted by seeming bargains in lesser communities; such a purchase may seem attractive in the short-term, but you’ll almost always be disappointed when it comes time to sell. 

One characteristic that makes a neighborhood great is, of course, the quality of the schools. So this is something you need to look into even if you don’t have children. Being in a neighborhood where the schools have a good reputation will pay off in terms of your home’s selling price down the road when you want to move up to your next home. Or if you start a family while in your first home, you’ll be in a good place for your children.   

•  Stretch your dollars by considering homes that have suffered from poor housekeeping or that need interior renovation. Homes that haven’t been properly cleaned or that have lots of clutter and junk often linger on the market because prospective buyers are turned off by such situations. Also, many buyers want homes that are in perfect move-in condition and don’t want to be bothered with doing renovations once they move in. Some buyers don’t even want to undertake simple jobs such as painting interior walls so they ignore homes with outdated wall colors and similar problems.

Once a home has been on the market for a while, the seller might be motivated to lower the asking price, making the home affordable for you. So by finding a home that needs some work, either in the form of simple elbow grease or more complex renovations, you may be able to get a toehold in the neighborhood you desire.  

In a similar vein, don’t pass up a home just because it doesn’t have every single feature you desire. You can always add a deck or rip up old, unattractive carpet and re-do the woods floors beneath. 

•  Look for homes that have been on the market a while. If a home with no apparent defects has gone unsold for longer than average, it may be because the owner started out asking an unrealistic price. After seeing the property go unsold for several months, the home seller may now be more willing to accept a price that more accurately reflects the home’s real value in the current market. 

Of course, you may find that the price isn’t the reason the home has lingered on the market; instead it might be the home’s condition. Again, use your imagination and look beyond obvious—but readily solvable--problems that may have led other buyers to take a pass. 

It often takes a while to find the ideal first home. But by keeping an open mind and never forgetting the importance of location, with some perseverance you too can enjoy the many benefits of homeownership.  
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