You, The Future Homeowner 


One in five new homeowners is a single woman, which is twice the number of single male homeowners. In 2007, 1.7 million single women purchased a home (Elroy). Instead of waiting for marriage to start building the American dream, many single women are taking the initiative and purchasing their first home. If you are a single woman, the time has never been better for you to consider purchasing your own house. 


Although the idea of signing a mortgage sounds daunting, there are a myriad of reasons why buying a house is a good idea. One of the first reasons is that a house is an investment. Say you purchase a $140,000 home in 2007. If your home appreciates at a steady rate of 6% per year, in 10 years it will be worth about $260,000. Now, there are many factors that influence appreciation rates, and these rates fluctuate over the years, but most financial experts agree that buying a house is a wise investment. Other benefits to owning a house are tax deductions. If you itemize, you can deduct the interest of up to a one million dollar mortgage, and you can also deduct real estate taxes (Marchand). Finally, there are numerous intangible benefits such as the freedom to decorate as you please, the stability of having your own home, and the personal pride and thrill of looking at your house and realizing that it is yours. 


“Sounds great!” you may say, “But there is NO way possible I could afford a house!” Let me tell you my story: In December 2007, I purchased my first house with no down payment and very little cash upfront. My gross income for 2006 was roughly $27,000 dollars, yet I qualified for a $135,000 mortgage. For the first five months, I had no roommates or outside financial assistance and had to cover all my expenses on a very meager salary. Additionally, this month, I have been trying to start a new business and have not had any income from my regular teaching position. Yet every month, I have managed to pay my mortgage without starving or bouncing checks. I tell this story to prove a point: owning a house is doable for even small salaries. If you take the following considerations, you too could be a house owner. 


Mind your numbers: Your debt-to-income ratio (the amount you make verses the amount you owe) plays a big factor in how much of a mortgage you will receive. The best thing you can do now is clear out as much debt as possible; if you have significant debt, wait until it is paid off or lowered before you buy a house. If your parents or a relative offer to help you buy a house, have them pay off a credit card or car loan rather than give you money for a down payment. When you are paying off your debts, do not miss a payment as this affects your credit score. If your credit score is not as good as it could be, meet with a consultant to discuss options for improving it. 


Find a good mortgage consultant: Remember this: banks want to loan you money to buy a house and will work with all different incomes and financial situations. A good mortgage consultant will help you find all your different options and come up with creative ways for you to finance your house. There are all sorts of first-time home buyer programs available to help you. However, do make sure to seek a second or third opinion: the first two consultants I worked with only approved me for about $80,000. If you have low debt and a high credit score, you should have no trouble being approved for an ample, low-interest mortgage. 


Buy new: This is the absolutely best advice I can give you. I would have happily moved into a rambling Victorian manor or a quaint 1940's bungalow, but I ended up with a seven year old “cookie cutter” house and have never regretted it. A new or nearly new house is easy to maintain, has few expensive problems such as a water heater breaking down, and doesn't have the lead-based paint, dry rot, or asbestos that tend to lurk in older houses. If you are a single woman buying your first house, buy one that is less than ten years old and in a good area. Have the mindset that you will probably be selling the house in the next five years, so look for one that will be easy to maintain and resell. Don't fall in love with a house based on its appearance; buy a new house that is in terrific condition. Otherwise, you will shell out a lot of money for repairs and may have trouble selling it later.  


Bargain at closing: Instead of negotiating a lower price for a house, ask the sellers to pay your closing costs. Motivated sellers will often do this, and this will save you a few thousand dollars out of pocket. Also, negotiate with the buyers to include the appliances with the house. You may be able to afford the house, but putting in a washer, dryer, refrigerator, and stove can set you back several thousand, so angle to have these included with the purchase price. 


Pay it first, pay it ahead: Once you purchase a house, your top priority is your mortgage. It should be the first bill you pay, period. Also, you should pay ahead as far as you can – try to be a month ahead of schedule. This way, if a financial crisis erupts, your mortgage won't be due for several weeks or so, and you won't have to worry about it right away. 


Cut back: If you want to buy a house, especially on a tight salary, you have to sacrifice. There are scores of different things you can give up and thus have extra money. Going out and eating out are  two big areas that suck up a lot of money. Instead of going to a restaurant, have friends bring over a dish for a potluck at your house (you'll find that once you have a house, you'll do a lot more entertaining anyway). Learn to cook instead of buying takeout several times a week. Buy a latte machine instead of running to Starbucks every day. Do your own nails, cut back on the amount of clothes you purchase, trade in your gym membership for walks in the neighborhood, and condense your shopping trips so you aren't using as much gas. I can afford a nice house not because I make a lot of money but because most of it goes towards the house as opposed to things I can live without. 


Consider a roommate: It's surprising how empty and lonely a house can be when it is just you. A roommate can be a welcome way of earning extra cash and having some companionship. There are several free roommate matching sites on the internet, and your local college can put you in contact with many students searching for a place to live. If you do get a roommate, consider having him or her pay the utilities and other bills instead of just handing you a rent check, then you don't have to claim the rent as income and be taxed on it. 


Buying a house is a sacrifice and a lot of work, but the rewards are endless. It is not as daunting or as impossible as you might think. With some good knowledge and a little work, you too can be a proud homeowner.    
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