THE PROCESS OF BUYING YOUR FIRST HOME
Although the home buying process can bring great joy, it can also be quite stressful.  Buying a home is one of the biggest financial decisions we make.  This article outlines some of the important parts of the process.  Important decisions when buying your first home fall into a few high-stakes categories.
1.	Buying vs. Renting
Generally owning a home is much more expensive than renting.  A landlord pays for maintenance when you are renting, but you are responsible when you own a home.  This means two things.  First, you have to obtain as much actionable knowledge of the property prior to purchasing it, and secondly, you must have enough cash reserves for repairs.  The inspection process can be incredibly helpful during the closing process, but even a new home can have issues post-closing that will have to come out of pocket.  Sometimes renting instead of owning makes sense if you are on a short-term job or deployment or do not expect to be in the area greater than 5 years.  Usually, it takes approximately 5 years for the transaction costs of a home purchase to break even upon sale in light of the original purchase price.  Of course, this rule of thumb is only a guideline, and there may be other reasons to buy even if you do not plan on living in a home for 5 years, but you should see a home purchase as a major commitment that you will have to stand by for years to come.  
2. 	Location 
Location is the one variable that you simply cannot change after closing.  You can put in a new bathroom or new appliances, and you can definitely do a lot to change the ambiance of a home, but you cannot change its location.  Location is important on a number of levels, from commuting times, school districts, nearby services and amenities, safety and crime issues, and proximity to potential environmental factors, such as flooding.  In Hampton Roads, we have heavy industry and substantial military activity, both of which can be noisy to live near.  Any future infostructure development can change the character of a neighborhood, and Virginia law strictly enforces the caveat emptor, the doctrine of buyer beware.  You can find out almost anything prior to purchasing a home, but the burden is on you to do the research.  One observation that we encourage people to make during the buying process is a review of how the home may sell in the future.  A good school district is relevant even if your family is not going to use the local schools – it makes a potential buyer believe in the home in the future.  Location cannot be changed, so it is an incredibly important consideration in buying real estate.
3. Budget Vs. Prequalification
Mortgage companies often will lend more than you can afford to pay.   It can be incredibly stressful to be “house poor,” with little cash for daily living needs and unexpected emergencies.  Our firm has an extensive private wealth practice and our managing parter, Ted Miller, has an extensive background in financial planning.  We often will review a family’s financial picture as part of the home buying process.  While many people do not want to buy a home for less than they can afford, our team has a series of calculations we run to see what is going to be comfortable, versus simply approved by the lender.
4. House Condition
Each home is unique, and sometimes older home are built in an area of high quality craftsmanship.  Sometimes newer homes have serious problems, such as the Chinese drywall problems that hit Virginia in the early 2000s, leading to millions of dollars of damage. Having independent an independent real estate agent and independent inspectors review a home is critical; you need people who are on your side to protect your best interests.  Conditional defects can be very latent, with little evidence present now but major repairs coming in only a few years.  Hampton Roads has a lot of water and moisture, which means homes here have termites and structural issues more often than some other areas. 
3. Financing structure
There are a number of mortgage types and payment structures available to home buyers, and a comprehensive review of your mortgage is probably one of the most important services our law firm can provide.  What are the requirements of the lender besides simply paying the monthly payment? Are there prepayment penalties or recasting options? What will happen over time financially over the course of the loan? These and other questions are very important to understand, and we are honored to help families as they learn the pros and cons of different mortgage options. 
6. Inspection and contingency strategy
Inspections can be very enlightening.  Never waive the inspection contingency as a first-time buyer unless you have a very strong reason and a large repair reserve.  Get a thorough general inspection plus specialized ones (sewer scope, roof, foundation, pests) when issues appear, and also decide in advance how much repair cost you’re willing to absorb or negotiate before walking away.
Summary 
The single biggest first-time-buyer mistake is falling in love with a house and then reverse-engineering the budget and location to fit into that initial joy.  Start with the constraints (money, location, timeline) and only then look for the house that fits inside them.  Cooper, Spong & Davis, P.C. has been counseling families in the real estate process for over half a century, and it would be our honor to assist you.  
