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Two Approaches to Home Improvements 

There are two approaches to home improvements: improving to sell and improving to enjoy.  

These approaches are not always the same and are often completely opposite of each other.  Let’s tackle 

improving to enjoy first.  If you plan to live in your home until you die, then make whatever 

improvements you want.  Your home should be a place where you can express yourself and create an 

environment for your family and friends to maximize their enjoyment.  You may choose to paint the 

walls purple with green polka dots or convert the kitchen into a rainforest or put in a pool and putting 

green.  You can add a stairwell that goes to nowhere; it is your home and you have no plans to sell, so 

feel free to enjoy.  However, if there is a chance in the near future (in the next five years or less) that you 

might need or want to sell your home, take special care in what improvements you choose to complete.   

If you are planning to improve your home in order to sell, you should take a different approach 

to home remodeling.  First, you need to begin to look at your home as all potential buyers will view it.  

One way to get started is to spend a Saturday afternoon walking through some new homes in your area.  

These few hours spent looking at model homes will allow you to see what the potential buyers will see 

and will begin to get you mentally prepared to update your home.  The builders selling homes in this 

economy understand the wants and needs of today’s buyer.  They spend a lot of money to know what 

paint colors, flooring styles, and exterior elevations will appeal to the majority of buyers.  You might not 

like what the builders are doing with colors and finishes, but that is not what is important.  You are 

concerned with what interests the buyers.  Most homeowners who are attempting to sell their home do 

not think about the competition.  A new home being built in your area is in direct competition to your 

home; it’s not just the house down the street.  You must attempt to make your home look as new, fresh, 

and clean as new homes look.  When you do this, your home will stand out against the other existing 

homes for sale in your area.  The closer you get to their new-home look, the more quickly you will sell 

your home.  The statistics do not lie: approximately 90% of home buyers want to purchase a home that 

is move-in ready.  They do not want to paint, re-carpet, or even clean.  They want to have the movers 

place their furniture and immediately invite over their family and friends to show off their new home.  

The key, then, is for sellers to achieve this move-in ready look and feel as inexpensively as possible.         

You are probably asking yourself, “What, then, should I do to improve my home in order to sell 

it?”  The answer is, start with the basics.  Our research tells us that buyers make up their minds to buy a 

home in the first 1.5 minutes (90 seconds).  You have a very small window of time to impress the 

buyers.  Drive-up appeal is critical.  The back of your home can be extremely ugly, but the front must 

look great.  Begin with your landscaping and make sure the lawn looks green and well kept (mowed, 

edged, weedeated, etc…).  Have the bushes trimmed and shaped to ensure that they have not grown too 
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large for the home; smaller is usually better.  Give the front of the home a coat of fresh paint to make it 

look clean, replace the exterior light fixture(s), and clean the windows inside and out.  Lastly, if the front 

door looks dated or in need of repair, consider having it replaced.  In the annual 2009-2010 Cost vs. 

Value report for home improvements, the replacement of the front door had the highest return over all 

other home improvement projects.  Homeowners that replaced their existing front door(s) with new steel 

door(s) saw a 239% return on their money.  This improvement provides an updated and improved look 

for the front of the home, as well as additional safety for the homeowners.  Again, the drive-up appeal is 

critical in positioning the home during the previously mentioned 90-second decision time. 

Basic improvements are not as fun, but they do return the greatest value for the money. Are there 

any leaks that should be repaired in the roof?  Does the foundation need to be leveled?  Are there cracks 

in the walls?  Do you have broken windows?  These and many other basic items need to be addressed.  

If any of these items are in disrepair, they could cause buyers to walk away.  If they love your home, 

they will more than likely ask for these items to be repaired, so why not address them before putting 

your home on the market?  

Since a woman is the deciding person in the purchase of a home 80% of the time.  The next level 

of basic improvements is interior finishes.  These finishes consist of neutral paint colors, neutral 

carpet/flooring colors, a fresh and clean kitchen, and a fresh and clean master bath.  The man is usually 

tired of looking at homes and wants to get on to something else like TV, golf, etc…  So if we know that 

the woman decides which home to buy, the money spent on improvements should go towards items that 

will impress her or give her a blank canvas to arrange her furniture and personal items within the home.  

If you decide that you want to make a particular improvement to your home, you need to realize 

that you will need to enjoy or consume the improvement to some extent.  With almost all improvements, 

your costs will be significantly higher than the market value.  For example, if you decide to put in a 

pool, the most you can expect to see in increased value for your home is 50% of the cost ($30,000 pool 

= $15,000 value, maybe).  The following table will show you the top 20 home improvements for the 

southwest region of the country over the last year.  On the left side, you will see the average job cost, 

followed by the estimated resale value and percentage recouped.  The table also shows the national 

averages for the same improvements.  As previously mentioned, you will not receive a dollar-for-dollar 

return on your money when you attempt to sell your home.   

Good luck with your projects, and if you every have any questions or concerns about potential 

projects; do not hesitate to contact me.  I am here to help in any way I can.  

- John 
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