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The smart way to look
at home improvements

What home improvements really pay off when the time
comes to sell your house?

That's the $64,000 question for any homeowner contem-
plating moving or remodeling. And the only possible answer is a
somewhat complicated one.

That answer starts with the fact that really major
improvements — room additions, total replacements of kitchens and
baths, etc.,— rarely pay off fully in the near term. It ends with the
fact that small and relatively inexpensive changes can pay off in a
big way in making your home attractive to buyers if your decision is
to move now.

It's a simple fact, consistently confirmed across America
over a very long period of time, that even the most appropri-
ate major improvements are unlikely to return their full
cost if a house is sold within two or three years.

Does that mean that major home improvements are always
a bad idea? Absolutely not. It does mean, though, that if your
present house falls seriously short of meeting your family’s needs
you need to think twice — and think carefully — before deciding to
undertake a major renovation. Viewed strictly in investment terms,
major improvements rarely make as much sense as selling your
present home, and buying one that's carefully selected to provide
you with what you want.

Even if you have a special and strong attachment to the
house you're in, and feel certain that you could be happy in it for a long time if only it had
more bedrooms and baths, for example, there are a few basic rules that you ought to
keep in mind.
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Probably the most basic rule of all, in this re-
gard, is the one that says you should never — un-
less you absolutely don't care at all about eventual
resale value — improve a house to the point
where its desired sales price would be more
than 20 percent higher than the most expen-
sive house in the immediate neighborhood.

Try to raise the value of your house too high,
that is, and surrounding properties will pull it down.

Here are other rules worth remembering:

* Always protect the character of your home.
Nothing sticks out more than a new addition that is in
a completely different architectural style. Be consis-
tent. Recognize your home's character and stay within
its framework.

* Enlarged bathrooms are the most popular
attraction for new home buyers, according to the
National Kitchen and Bath Association. Today, the
most popular additions for younger buyers are sunken
whirlpool baths and showers. But be sure to install
modest, solid amenities. It's easy to quickly over-spend
on bathroom fixtures.

* Never rearrange the interior of your house in a
way that reduces the total number of bedrooms to less
than three.

* Never add a third bathroom to a two-bath
house unless you don't care about ever recouping
your investment.
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* Buyers are, by convention, more interested
in above-ground living space — not basements, yards
and walkways. Swimming pools rarely return what
you spend to install them. Ditto for sun rooms — and
finished basements.

* Don't go overboard. Concentrate on improv-
ing two or three deficiencies in your home. Stay simple
with your remodeling and look at your home as though
you were the buyer.

* If you decide to do what's usually the smart
thing and move rather than improve, it’s often the small-
er, relatively inexpensive improvements that turn out to
be most worth doing.

* The cost of replacing a discolored toilet bowl,
making sure all the windows work or getting rid of dead
trees and shrubs in trivial compared with adding a bath-
room, but such things can have a big and very positive
impact on prospective buyers.

A good realtor can help you decide which ex-
penditures make sense and which don't, and can save
you a lot of money in the process.

Summary:

* MAJOR IMPROVEMENTS RARELY PAY
OFF FULLY IN THE NEAR TERM

® RELATIVELY INEXPENSIVE CHANGES
CAN PAY OFF IN A BIG WAY

¢ RAISE THE VALUE OF YOUR HOUSE
TOO HIGH, AND SURROUNDING
PROPERTIES WILL PULL IT DOWN

®* MOVE RATHER THAN IMPROVE
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