Shape Up Or Move Out
When is remodeling your home better than moving? 
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For years your mind’s eye has held the picture of your dream home. In this dream, you have a big family room. There’s a grand expanse of kitchen counter, so you don’t have to shuffle cookie jars to make space for the pots you’re cooking with. A tear comes to your eye ... yes, there’s a second bathroom.

Perhaps happiness is an addition right in your own back yard. Or maybe it’s a few miles away, a charming bi-level with bay windows and a fireplace. Can you remake your house to fit your heart’s desire, or should you relocate? What factors should you consider when deciding whether to buy a new house or remodel your present home?

The National Association of Home Builders (NAHB) says that Americans are spending nearly $120 billion a year to renovate their homes. However, the NAHB’s survey also found that homeowners have become less satisfied with the completed projects. They might have been happier putting that money toward a down payment on a different home.

Here are a few things to consider.

· With a few alterations, would your current residence be close to perfect?

· Do you think your remodeled home would give you at least 10 years of use?

· Are property values and the physical conditions of your neighbors’ homes improving? 

If you can answer “yes” to these questions, you might be more interested in updating what you have rather than pulling up stakes and moving. The key here is to make your home what you want while ensuring that it will be more valuable when you finally do decide to relocate.

Where to start
People tend to devote more time to researching a new car purchase than preparing for home renovation. A well thought out plan can help avoid costly surprises, and a good budget will allow for the unexpected.

Write a list of things that would make your house more enjoyable to you. Do you order out a lot just to avoid your awkward kitchen layout? Do you put on your morning makeup in a restroom at work because of the traffic jam in your own bathroom? Pick an area and focus on it before moving to the next room.

There’s really not a formula for setting a remodeling budget. These questions could help the thought process:

· How much can you spend? Allow at least 20 percent of this amount for unexpected expenses.

· Are permits, taxes and other regulatory details involved? Total up how these costs affect your total spendable amount.

· Will you hire a pro, such as an architect, contractor or designer? Keep in mind that these professionals will have fees of their own, and you will need to budget for them.

· How much is left? That’s what you have for the actual construction work. There are some costs here you may not have thought of, such as disposal of waste the project generates. Will you need trash bags or a Dumpster?

Rooms for improvement 

One good way to increase your home’s market value is to update your kitchen. Major or minor kitchen remodeling will usually recoup its cost fairly quickly. It will be less expensive if you keep the existing configuration of the kitchen. Perhaps paint, new counter tops and cabinets are all you need. A total kitchen remodeling might be best left to quality contractors.

Bathroom fix-ups are also often a good investment. A nicely finished bathroom is appealing to home buyers. An additional bathroom can return up to 80 percent of its cost, but the location is important; avoid proximity to the dining area. An exhaust fan is a plus. 

Additions of whole rooms, such as a family room, require careful consideration. A room stuck awkwardly onto a house may actually ward off potential buyers. Professional advice is recommended here.

Pro or do it yourself?
If simply hanging a picture makes your palms sweaty, you might be more comfortable with a contractor. You may actually have the skills and ambition for remodeling, but keep in mind that a major mistake can be a major expense. There are plenty of books, magazines and videos on home improvements, as well as numerous Web sites. Some home repair stores also conduct occasional seminars on various projects, such as drywalling. 

Research is also advised if you choose to seek professional guidance by hiring a contractor. Getting references from co-workers and friends is a good start, but it’s smart to meet with at least three before you select one. You might want to check with the Better Business Bureau while making your choice. The lowest bid isn’t always the winner; you could save money up front and end up with sloppy results and the expense of hiring another contractor for correcting the mistakes.

