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REWARDS
■ THE GILLIES SOLD THEIR 
CARMEL, IND., HOME IN A  
SINGLE DAY FOR $25,000 
ABOVE LIST PRICE. THEIR 
NEW, LARGER HOME IS RIGHT 
AROUND THE CORNER.

Urban condos found little love as telecommuting home buyers bid 
up prices far from city centers. BY DANIEL BORTZ

TRENDING:  

The Suburbs
PHOTOGRAPH BY COURTNEY CARNEY

   64   64 1/13/21   10:26 PM1/13/21   10:26 PM



03/2021    KIPLINGER’S PERSONAL FINANCE 65

FOR YEARS, BUYERS HAVE BEEN FLOCKING TO CITIES 
and close-in suburbs, seeking a boost in quality of life  
by shortening their commutes and gaining easy access 
to restaurants and cultural events. The pandemic 
turned that trend on its head. 

Last year, a number of city dwellers migrated to the 
suburbs and exurbs to get more space, both indoors  
and outdoors. Gaining the freedom to telecommute 
gave more buyers the ability to move from urban  
centers. A survey from the American Institute of CPAs 
found that 42% of employed Americans worked re-
motely at some point during the pandemic. Companies 
such as Twitter, REI and Square have announced plans 
to let employees work remotely indefinitely. 

   65   65 1/13/21   10:26 PM1/13/21   10:26 PM



KIPLINGER’S PERSONAL FINANCE    03/202166

REWARDS

spotted a four-bedroom Craftsman-
style house that ticked all of their 
boxes, including a backyard for their 
Doberman pinscher, Max, and space 
for a home office for Joe, a logistics 
manager at Home Depot who has been 
working remotely since last March.  
In the couple’s townhome, “Joe’s of-
fice was our kitchen table, which was 
driving me crazy,” says Abbie, who is  
a dental hygienist.

The Kratowiczes made an offer 
$6,000 above list price the day the 
Dallas house hit the market. Their bid 
beat six others, and they closed in Oc-
tober at a purchase price of $445,000.

SOARING PRICES
Despite a global pandemic and an eco-
nomic downturn, U.S. home prices 

“With employers allowing their 
staff to work remotely long term, 
someone who was living in a smaller 
home in a city can now live two hours 
away in a bigger, more affordable 
house,” says Keith Ard, president of 
RE/MAX Gold, a real estate brokerage 
in northern California and Nevada.

Jennifer Baxter, an agent at RE/MAX 
Regency in Suwanee and Cumming, 
Ga., near Atlanta, witnessed this first-
hand. “There’s more strain on supply 
here than ever,” she says. “I’ve had to 
reach out to agents who do a lot of list-
ings in specific neighborhoods to find 
out about homes before they even 
come on the market.”

Meanwhile, “condo listings in urban 
cities are sitting on the market,” says 
Larry Prigal, co-owner of the Prigal 
Brothers and Associates real estate 
team at Compass, in the metropolitan 
Washington, D.C., area. “A lot of buyers 
don’t want to live in close proximity to 
other people right now.”

That trend has been a boon to sub-
urban and small-city sellers. Dana and 
Graham Gillie sold their four-bedroom 
house in Carmel, Ind., a city with a 
population of about 100,000 north of 
Indianapolis, for $25,000 above list 
price in a single day in December. 
They received five offers, including 
one from a buyer who didn’t see the 
home in person before submitting the 
bid. That was the offer they accepted. 

The Gillies, who have three children, 
ages 8, 6 and 4, upsized from a 1,900- 
square-foot house to a 2,900-square-
foot house around the corner. “We 
wanted to stay in the same school dis-
trict, and we had gotten to the point 
where we just needed more space,” 
Graham says.

But buyers who want to leave city 
and close-in suburban condos and 
townhomes have struggled. Abbie and 
Joe Kratowicz, who traded up from  
a townhouse near Atlanta, faced stiff 
competition for homes in their desired 
neighborhood in Dallas, Ga., which  
is nearly 40 miles from downtown  
Atlanta. Homes there had been selling 
like hotcakes for months. Then they 

pushed new boundaries last year: The 
national median sale price for existing 
homes hit $310,800 in November, 
marking 105 straight months of year-
over-year gains, according to data from 
the National Association of Realtors.

A slew of cities saw double-digit 
price growth. Among the biggest gain-
ers were smaller cities and exurban 
enclaves accessible to, but not too close 
to, major metro areas, such as Bridge-
port, Conn., and Oxnard, Cal. (For 
home values in the largest 100 metro 
areas, see the table on page 69.)

Millions of home buyers like the 
Kratowiczes had to jump through 
hoops amid an acute housing shortage—
while sellers like the Gillies had their 
pick of buyers engaged in bidding wars. 
Unsold inventory fell to a 2.3-month 

Qualify for the Best Mortgage Rate
Nabbing a lower mortgage rate means lower monthly loan payments and paying less  
in interest over time. But not everyone qualifies for the best rates. Take these three 
steps to snag a lower rate.

Make sure your credit score is up to snuff. In normal times, borrowers of a conforming 
loan—that is, a mortgage that’s equal to or less than the dollar limit set by the Federal 
Housing Finance Agency, which is $548,250 in 2021 in most areas but tops out at 
$822,375 in high-cost areas—need a minimum credit score of 700 to qualify for the best 
mortgage rates, says Guy Cecala, chief executive and publisher of Inside Mortgage  
Finance. Now that number is closer to 750, “partly because credit scores have gone up 
during the pandemic,” Cecala says. (The average FICO score in the U.S. was 711 in 2020, 
up from 703 in 2019, according to Experian data.) 

If your credit is in bad shape, consider talking to a nonprofit credit counselor who can 
help you devise a customized plan to raise your score. You can find one at www.nfcc.org 
(see “Give Your Credit a Boost,” Oct.). 

Up your down payment. If you can make a large down payment on a home—20% or 
higher for a conventional loan—a lender will offer you a better rate because they’re  
assuming less risk that you’ll default. Plus, plunking down at least 20% will allow you 
to avoid paying private mortgage insurance, an extra monthly fee that typically ranges 
from 0.55% to 2.25% of the original loan amount per year (or roughly between $30 and 
$70 per month for every $100,000 borrowed, according to Freddie Mac).

Comparison shop. Cecala recommends that home buyers get quotes from at least 
three lenders before choosing a mortgage provider. “Nonbanks, like Quicken Loans, 
tend to be more competitive with rates than big banks, but it really depends on  
your market,” he says. You can use a mortgage rate comparison tool at LendingTree, 
NerdWallet or Bankrate to get offers from multiple lenders. In some cases, you may  
be able to pit lenders against one another to score a lower rate.
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supply in November, down from 3.7 
months in November 2019, according 
to the NAR (six to seven months of  
inventory is considered balanced be-
tween buyers and sellers). The average 
home sold in just 21 days that month.

It’s a dramatically different tale 
than what happened in the 2008–09 
recession, when home prices tanked 
and millions of Americans lost their 
homes to foreclosure. “This time the 
government was very proactive in roll-
ing out programs designed to lessen 
the impact of the financial distress  
on homeowners,” says Danielle Hale, 
chief economist at Realtor.com.

Competition for a limited number of 
homes isn’t the only reason U.S. home 
prices soared last year. Mortgage rates 
dropped to all-time lows, with the  
average 30-year rate sinking to 2.65% 
in early January, Freddie Mac reports. 
“A sub-3% mortgage rate is phenomenal 
and unprecedented,” says Guy Cecala, 
chief executive and publisher of Inside 
Mortgage Finance. “There has been a 
line out the door for mortgages.”

Ard, of RE/MAX Gold, says record-
low mortgage rates “have enabled 
more people to purchase their first 
home or to trade up to a larger home.”

WHAT’S AHEAD FOR 2021 
Redfin, Zillow and Realtor.com all 
forecast modest home price gains this 
year. Daryl Fairweather, Redfin’s chief 
economist, says slowly rising mortgage 
rates, paired with an increase in new 
listings, will trigger a national average 
price growth of about 5%, down just 
slightly from 6% last year. 

Hale, Realtor.com’s chief economist, 
predicts the median existing-home 
sales price will increase 5.7% in 2021. 
“We expect to see more sellers partici-
pate in the market, especially as we 
get into the second half of the year and 
COVID-19 vaccines are more widely 
rolled out, and there are fewer health 
concerns from sellers,” Hale says.

Chris Glynn, a senior economist at 
Zillow, expects home price apprecia-
tion to exceed 10% in some parts of the 
U.S. this year. “A lot of millennials are 

The table at right shows changes in prices 
for existing homes (single-family houses 
and condos) in 2020 for the 100 largest 
metro areas tracked by Clear Capital. 
Clear Capital tracks price changes based 
on a sample of existing homes and con-
dos in each metro area that have been 
sold multiple times over various periods 
of time. That means the home values 
shown may differ from other measures 
that are based only on sales during a  
particular time period.

The table also shows the change  
in home prices since the peak of the  
national market in mid 2006. Prices  
in three-fourths of the cities in 2020 met 
or exceeded their previous peak. In addi-
tion, we show how far prices have risen 
since the bottom of the market in early 
2012. Prices in one-fifth of the 100 cities 
have doubled since then. 

The affordability index shows the rel-
ative affordability of cities (1 is the most 
affordable, 10 is the least affordable).  
It’s based on the percentage of annual  
income required to buy a median-priced 
home in each metro area in late 2020. 
The least affordable city is New York City, 
and the most affordable is Augusta, Ga. 

At the end of 2020, home prices  
rose faster than rents in 83% of the 915 
counties analyzed by ATTOM Data Solu-
tions, and prices have risen more than 
wages in nearly two-thirds of the nation. 
Yet owning a median-priced three-bed-
room home is more affordable than rent-
ing a three-bedroom property in 63% of 
those markets. However, ATTOM’s analy-
sis shows that renting is more affordable 
than buying a home in 18 of the nation’s 
25 most populated counties. Cities with 
more than 1 million people where it’s 
more affordable to buy a home than rent 
include Phoenix and Las Vegas.

Home Prices 
in 100 Cities

Housing Snapshot

entering peak homeownership ages,  
so we expect a large influx of first-
time home buyers,” Glynn says.

As for new-home prices? Last  
November, the median sale price  
of a newly built single-family house 
climbed to $335,300, up from $328,000 
in November 2019, according to Cen-
sus Bureau data. Robert Dietz, chief 
economist at the National Association 
of Home Builders, expects new-home 
prices to rise this year but at a slower 
clip. “I think new-home prices will  
increase as construction costs con-
tinue to grow,” Dietz says. However, 
“home builders are keenly aware that 
if they raise home prices too quickly, 
they’ll price out some home buyers,” 
he adds.

Despite home price gains, low mort-
gage rates should help keep homes  
affordable for entry-level buyers this 
year, says Mike Fratantoni, chief econ-
omist at the Mortgage Bankers Associ-
ation. “We think 30-year rates will end 
the year at 3.3%, which is still histori-
cally low and very supportive of the 
housing market,” he says.

TIPS FOR BUYERS
Buyers who want to lock in the lowest 
mortgage rates should purchase a 
home earlier in the year, before rates 
tick up, Hale says. On the other hand, 
“as we move further into the year, we 
expect more inventory to come on the 
market,” she says. “So if you don’t like 
what you’re seeing, you may find you 
have more options later in the year.”

It’s important for buyers to set— 
and stick—to a budget that they’re 
comfortable with, says Brett Siegel, 
founder and CEO of Ruuster, a home 
buying management platform. “You 
need to be realistic about your finan-
cial constraints,” he says.

But buyers may have to make an  
offer above list price to edge out com-
petition. “Don’t expect to get a deal  
in this housing market,” says Matt 
Dolan, a real estate agent at Sotheby’s 
International Realty, based in North 
Shore, Mass. With such low inventory, 
“sellers are in the driver’s seat,” says 
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Louisville, Ky. $180,000 9.1% 28.2% 52.8% 2

Madison, Wis. 285,000 8.6 39.6 62.9 7

McAllen, Texas 84,250 3.3 33.2 32.4 6

Memphis, Tenn. 156,400 12.7 11.9 80.8 2

Miami, Fla. 302,000 9.3 –12.9 101.6 8

Milwaukee, Wis. 228,417 12.4 0.5 68.9 2

Minneapolis–St. Paul, Minn. 286,000 8.2 14.4 76.8 5

Modesto, Calif. 345,000 14.7 –2.2 147.8 9

Nashville, Tenn. 298,000 10.2 69.3 94.4 5

New Haven, Conn. 235,150 17.1 –13.9 52.6 7

New Orleans, La. 210,000 10.1 40.1 68.2 3

New York, N.Y.–N.J. 450,000 9.7 3.1 51.1 10

North Port–Sarasota, Fla. 284,900 7.1 –3.6 86.3 8

Ogden, Utah 289,500 14.5 92.7 120.1 10

Oklahoma City, Okla. 170,000 6.6 34.9 35.6 2

Omaha, Neb. 200,000 9.2 39.7 52.2 6

Orlando, Fla. 262,000 8.2 –13.5 102.0 7

Oxnard, Calif. 650,000 17.6 8.9 80.1 10

Palm Bay, Fla. 210,000 10.0 1.5 112.9 5

Philadelphia, Pa. 240,000 11.0 6.9 48.4 1

Phoenix, Ariz. 308,900 11.9 4.1 98.6 7

Pittsburgh, Pa. 158,000 –0.6 24.3 38.2 2

Portland, Maine 290,000 7.3 34.8 73.5 9

Portland, Ore. 420,000 9.3 42.9 96.0 9

Providence, R.I. 290,000 8.2 2.0 79.8 7

Provo, Utah 385,000 6.3 55.2 101.6 9

Raleigh, N.C. 292,000 6.8 37.9 54.4 6

Richmond, Va. 257,500 10.7 16.0 59.6 7

Riverside-San Bernardino, Calif. 393,000 13.4 –3.1 111.1 10

Rochester, N.Y. 153,500 16.9 44.4 60.3 3

Sacramento, Calif. 446,000 7.6 12.6 115.0 8

Salt Lake City, Utah 335,000 –17.9 27.1 58.3 8

San Antonio, Texas 175,000 –1.7 44.3 55.6 7

San Diego, Calif. 620,000 11.5 22.3 91.2 10

San Francisco, Calif. 930,000 9.5 31.7 110.3 10

San Jose, Calif. 1,160,000 16.2 58.2 117.5 10

Scranton–Wilkes-Barre, Pa. 113,050 6.3 –2.2 43.1 2

Seattle, Wash. 525,000 12.8 47.5 117.2 9

Spokane, Wash. 280,000 –3.8 41.0 65.7 8

Springfield, Mass. 217,500 10.8 18.1 67.9 6

St. Louis, Mo. 166,000 8.9 –3.3 58.1 3

Stockton, Calif. 400,000 13.2 –0.8 147.7 10

Tampa, Fla. 229,900 7.1 –3.7 105.7 5

Toledo, Ohio 134,000 6.9 2.5 66.8 1

Tucson, Ariz. 229,000 11.5 –1.0 74.6 6

Tulsa, Okla. 169,000 7.9 23.4 37.8 2

Virginia Beach, Va. 250,000 9.7 –5.3 34.9 9

Washington, D.C.–No. Va. 435,000 8.7 –1.2 45.5 8

Winston–Salem, N.C. 165,000 12.1 22.7 55.6 3

Worcester, Mass. 260,000 12.3 18.1 90.6 6

Akron, Ohio $150,000 10.1% 6.3% 62.8% 2

Albany, N.Y. 215,000 11.7 17.5 41.1 4

Albuquerque, N.M. 180,000 11.6 11.5 55.3 6

Atlanta, Ga. 250,000 9.5 21.3 115.0 4

Augusta, Ga. 169,000 7.5 13.8 37.2 1

Austin, Texas 340,000 9.9 95.2 97.0 9

Bakersfield, Calif. 245,000 12.4 –11.6 89.8 7

Baltimore, Md. 287,500 7.4 –12.8 34.3 4

Baton Rouge, La. 189,900 5.2 10.6 27.3 5

Birmingham, Ala. 186,000 8.7 6.8 42.8 1

Boise City, Idaho 290,450 8.8 40.0 147.3 9

Boston, Mass. 444,000 6.5 38.0 74.3 5

Bridgeport, Conn. 460,000 13.5 –9.7 38.9 8

Buffalo, N.Y. 160,000 16.5 85.2 77.1 4

Cape Coral, Fla. 214,930 –2.3 –26.6 65.9 8

Charleston, S.C. 279,000 7.8 23.3 71.1 9

Charlotte, N.C. 255,000 9.7 42.6 78.6 3

Chattanooga, Tenn. 189,000 10.3 46.4 71.7 4

Chicago, Ill. 252,000 9.7 –12.4 77.3 5

Cincinnati, Ohio 179,000 10.1 28.0 72.3 1

Cleveland, Ohio 146,000 12.7 2.5 78.4 1

Colorado Springs, Colo. 345,000 11.2 57.7 85.6 8

Columbia, S.C. 166,625 8.8 16.1 49.7 3

Columbus, Ohio 219,000 13.8 38.7 93.9 4

Dallas, Texas 225,550 –7.9 53.3 80.4 5

Dayton, Ohio 135,500 8.4 8.8 62.7 1

Deltona, Fla. 219,000 6.4 –4.9 109.6 7

Denver, Colo. 442,000 6.8 82.5 99.0 8

Des Moines, Iowa 207,000 2.7 26.1 43.0 4

Detroit, Mich. 181,814 12.1 7.0 136.9 4

Durham, N.C. 272,000 7.9 45.7 63.1 3

El Paso, Texas 152,192 5.3 13.6 23.9 6

Fresno, Calif. 299,000 12.7 –5.8 91.8 9

Grand Rapids, Mich. 210,000 11.7 50.0 116.1 5

Greensboro, N.C. 160,000 14.2 26.5 53.1 3

Greenville, S.C. 205,000 5.1 43.8 64.2 5

Harrisburg, Pa. 175,000 12.7 16.0 37.9 2

Hartford, Conn. 237,500 15.2 –0.7 33.1 4

Honolulu, Hawaii 605,000 3.3 42.7 45.8 10

Houston, Texas 192,500 –2.0 37.1 69.5 4

Indianapolis, Ind. 185,000 11.4 28.2 91.3 1

Jacksonville, Fla. 245,000 6.8 –5.1 81.9 3

Kansas City, Mo. 169,700 –0.7 5.4 82.7 2

Knoxville, Tenn. 196,000 10.7 35.4 68.2 3

Lakeland, Fla. 200,000 10.2 –6.1 100.6 6

Lancaster, Pa. 219,000 8.5 34.9 46.5 6

Lansing–East Lansing, Mich. 138,000 13.7 1.7 87.1 1

Las Vegas, Nev. 305,000 6.1 –13.3 122.6 7

Little Rock, Ark. 155,000 4.1 11.0 16.8 1

Los Angeles, Calif. 710,000 8.1 13.1 92.2 10

METRO AREA

Median
home
price 1 year

Since  
   peak*

Since  
bottom†

 Afford-
ability 

  index#METRO AREA

Median
home
price 1 year

Since  
   peak*

Since  
bottom†

 Afford-
ability 

  index#

 % change  % change

Home-price data as of December 31, 2020.  Cities represent metropolitan statistical areas as defined by the U.S. Census.  *Since May 31, 2006, when the housing market peaked nationally.  
†Since March 31, 2012, when the housing market hit bottom nationally.  #Ranked 1 (most affordable) through 10 (least affordable). 
SOURCES: Clear Capital, ATTOM Data Solutions (www.attomdata.com), U.S. Census.
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Prigal. You could easily find yourself 
in a bidding war (see the box below).

Because turnkey homes are being 
snatched up, getting mortgage pre-
approval before making an offer is  
a must, says Jennifer Baxter, the  
Suwanee, Ga., real estate agent. “I  
will not put clients in my car to go look 
at properties unless they’ve been pre-
approved because there’s just no time 
to slowly walk through the home buy-
ing process in this competitive mar-
ket,” she says. “Also, a lot of people 
don’t realize how much they can af-
ford with rates as low as they are.”

Factor in all homeownership costs, 

KipTip

How to Win a Bidding War
Home buyers are squaring off for homes. More than half of Redfin offers last November 
faced competing bids. Raising your offering price is one way to woo a seller. However, 
price isn’t the only factor that sellers consider. “It’s not always the highest bidder that 
wins,” says Brett Siegel, founder and CEO of Ruuster, a home buying management plat-
form. “There are a lot of levers you can pull to make your offer more attractive.”

Make a “clean” offer. With so much competition among home buyers, submitting an 
offer with fewer contingencies can strengthen your bid. For instance, one in five winning 
Redfin offers in June 2020 waived the home inspection contingency. But Siegel says 
buyers should proceed with caution. “Think twice before you cut corners to win a trans-
action,” he says. “Forgoing your right to a home inspection is a risk, especially when buy-
ing an older home.” One strategy, if you know you’re going up against other offers, is to 
perform a pre-inspection before you submit your bid. 

Sellers also like offers that waive home appraisal contingencies, says Larry Prigal,  
co-owner of the Prigal Brothers and Associates real estate team at Compass in the  
metropolitan Washington, D.C., area. “Homes are getting bid up so high that a lot of 
sellers are worried about whether their home will appraise,” he explains. In most cases, 
though, you’ll have to make an all-cash offer in order to waive your right to an appraisal, 
because mortgage lenders typically require appraisal contingencies. 

Tug on the seller’s heartstrings. Writing a personal letter to a seller is an old-school 
tactic that performs well in today’s market. Graham and Dana Gillie, of Carmel, Ind., re-
ceived five offers when they sold their house in December. The winning offer “included 
an endearing letter from the buyer outlining their struggles of finding a home in our 
area,” Graham says. “It really resonated with us and humanized the transaction.” You 
can have your agent help you craft a letter, which should be no longer than a page. 

Offer a rent-back agreement. In this fast-moving market, sellers may need extra time 
after closing to find their next home. So before you write an offer, “find out what the 
seller’s plans are,” recommends Prigal. Offering a rent-back agreement, which would  
allow the seller to stay in the house for a predetermined period of time after settle-
ment, could give your bid an edge.

not just your monthly mortgage pay-
ment, says Scott Linder, National  
Sales Director at TD Bank Mortgage. 
“It’s easy to overlook future expenses 
like homeowners association fees,  
furnishing a home, landscaping and 
establishing an emergency fund for 
unexpected costs like a busted water 
heater,” Linder says. 

TIPS FOR SELLERS
If you’re planning to sell your home, 
consider listing it in the first half  
of the year. That will help you beat  
an expected increase in supply, when 
buyers will have a larger selection  

of homes to choose from. 
To make your listing shine—and 

fetch top dollar—you’ll need more than 
just professional real estate photos. 
“Virtual tours are standard operating 
procedure now,” says RE/MAX’s Ard. 
Home staging, which declutters your 
home and strategically arranges furni-
ture, is also crucial. “If there’s no fur-
niture to focus on, buyers are going  
to see every little flaw—the scratch  
on the floor, the paint smudge on the 
wall,” Prigal warns. 

Professional staging costs, on  
average, $500 to $600 per room per 
month, according to HomeAdvisor,  
but it pays off: Staged homes sell faster 
and for more money than unstaged 
homes, a recent NAR survey found. 
Some listing agents include staging  
as a complimentary service.

Even small home improvements  
can have a big impact on buyers. Craig 
Kates added fresh paint and installed 
new carpeting and hardwood flooring 
in his townhome in Germantown, 
Md., before he listed it last fall. “It 
wasn’t anything major, but it definitely 
helped improve our listing photos,” 
says Kates, a commercial real estate 
agent. The property sold in one week-
end for $15,000 above list price.

Highlight the property features that 
buyers are coveting right now—namely 
energy-efficient fixtures and appli-
ances, outdoor living space, and smart 
home technology. “If you have a five-
bedroom house, stage one of the bed-
rooms as an office,” recommends  
Redfin’s Fairweather.

Although many homes have been 
selling above market value, home  
sellers should still list their homes  
either at or slightly above market  
value to attract as many buyers as  
possible. Sellers should also try to  
accommodate all showing requests, 
Prigal advises. “One of our listings  
in December had 58 showings in one 
weekend, and this was in an area 
where houses weren’t selling easily  
20 years ago,” he says. ■

FOR QUESTIONS OR COMMENTS ABOUT THIS ARTICLE, 
PLEASE SEND AN E-MAIL TO FEEDBACK@KIPLINGER.COM.

   70   70 1/13/21   10:26 PM1/13/21   10:26 PM


