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	Buying Homes Like It’s 1987

Old School Wisdom for a New School Market

By Michael Hasenfang





Foreword

In a world where avocado toast is blamed for economic ruin and viral social media trends overshadow financial planning, it’s easy to feel lost in the fog of modern adulthood. This book isn’t here to lecture or condescend. It’s here to do the unthinkable—bridge the generational gap between the Boomers who bought homes for $80,000 with 9% interest rates and the Millennials and Gen Zers who are told to give up coffee to save for a down payment.

In today’s fast-paced, high-tech world, buying a home can feel like navigating a maze designed by aliens. Skyrocketing prices, complex mortgage products, and an endless stream of conflicting advice make it easy to feel overwhelmed.

But this book offers something different. It invites us to pause and look back at the principles that helped a generation of Boomers not just buy houses, but build lasting homes and financial stability. It’s a reminder that, despite all the changes, some timeless wisdom remains critical: saving patiently, making thoughtful choices, and planning for the long haul.

Whether you’re a first-time buyer trying to figure out how to afford your dream home, or simply someone tired of the chaos in the housing market, this book will give you practical strategies, stories to inspire, and a new mindset — one rooted in resilience, savvy, and yes, a little bit of that Boomer grit.

— Professor, Michael Hasenfang, MBA | PhD Candidate | Real Estate Expert & Author

Preface

This book began as a joke. A satirical idea tossed around during a late-night rant about housing prices, student debt, and the myth of bootstrapping your way into the middle class. But the more we explored, the more we realized there’s truth in the absurdity. Boomers did things differently—not because they were inherently better, but because they had to be resourceful. 

So, what if we reimagined their playbook for today’s world? That’s what this book is about. Equal parts history lesson, hustle strategy, and dark comedy. The housing market feels broken for many younger buyers, and the traditional “modern” advice often misses the mark. Prices have exploded, loan products are confusing, and saving for a down payment feels nearly impossible.

But if we step back and look at how Boomers approached home buying, we find a mindset and methods that still hold tremendous power — even today. This book isn’t about romanticizing the past; it’s about learning from it. It’s about adapting those solid Boomer principles to a new era.

Inside, you’ll find chapters packed with humor, practical tips, clear explanations of mortgage jargon, and stories from both Boomers and modern buyers who are making it work. You’ll learn how to combine old-school patience with new-school technology, how to avoid common mistakes, and how to build a home-buying plan that fits your life — not just your dreams.

If you’re ready to cut through the noise, take control of your homeownership journey, and live like a Boomer in today’s market, this book is for you.

— Michael Hasenfang
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Chapter 1: The Boomer Mindset — Ownership as a Strategy

Picture this: it’s 1987. Ronald Reagan’s on TV, shoulder pads are a personality trait, and your uncle Frank buys a three-bedroom ranch for $48,000 with a single income and a handshake at the bank. He doesn’t care that the carpet’s shag or the kitchen’s avocado green—he’s in the game. Fast-forward to today’s market: that same house costs $440,000, you need two incomes and a side hustle just to dream about it, and the bank wants your credit score, your LinkedIn profile, and a blood sample. So, what’s the secret sauce that got Boomers into homes back then, and how can you steal it for today’s cutthroat market? It’s not a time machine—it’s a mindset.

Back When Homes Were Cheaper Than Your Student Loans

In 1987, the median home price in the U.S. was $85,600, per the Census Bureau, and the average mortgage rate was a spicy 10.2%. Yet, Boomers made it work. Why? Wages kept pace with inflation better, housing supply outstripped demand, and debt wasn’t a lifestyle choice. More importantly, Boomers saw homeownership as the path to wealth, not a “nice-to-have” after maxing out their Roth IRA. They didn’t wait for the perfect Pinterest-worthy condo with quartz countertops—they bought what they could afford, fixed it up, and built equity over time.

Compare that to today’s market: the median home price is $440,000, incomes hover around $75,000, and the price-to-income ratio has ballooned from 3.5:1 to nearly 6:1. Student loans, gig work, and $2,200 monthly rent make saving feel like chasing a unicorn. But here’s the kicker: Boomers didn’t have it that easy. They faced double-digit interest rates and no Zillow to spoon-feed listings. Their edge was a mindset—ownership as a strategy, not a status symbol. Let’s break it down and rebuild it for today.

The Boomer Blueprint: Five Habits That Still Work

Boomers didn’t just luck into homes. They had a playbook that we can remix for today’s market. Here are five habits that defined their approach—and how you can adapt them:

1. The Ownership Mindset

For Boomers, renting was a pit stop, not a destination. Homeownership meant stability, equity, and a stake in the American Dream. They didn’t rent into their 40s waiting for a dream loft with exposed brick. They bought modest homes—think 1,200-square-foot ranches or fixer-uppers—and turned them into assets.

today’s market Twist: You don’t need a forever home on day one. Start with a condo, townhome, or a house in an up-and-coming area. Programs like FHA loans (3.5% down) or HUD’s first-time buyer grants (www.hud.gov) can get you in the game. Equity begets equity, even if it’s a 2-bedroom condo in a suburb nobody’s heard of yet.

2. Frugality Over Flash

Boomers didn’t demand open-concept kitchens or en suite bathrooms. They bought homes for function, not Instagram clout. A $90,000 home in 1987 was affordable because they skipped the upgrades and lived within their means. No one was financing a $6 latte habit or a $1,000 phone every two years.

today’s market Twist: Track your spending with apps like Mint (www.mint.intuit.com) or YNAB (www.youneedabudget.com) to cut subscriptions and redirect cash to savings. Live below your algorithmically curated lifestyle—skip the $200 sneakers and put that toward a high-yield savings account (try Ally, www.ally.com, for 4%+ interest). A modest home today can be your launchpad tomorrow.

3. Starting Small, Dreaming Big

Many Boomers’ first homes were nothing fancy—think creaky bungalows or 1-bedroom starters. They didn’t expect perfection; they expected potential. By buying what they could afford, they got on the property ladder and climbed as equity grew.

today’s market Twist: Look at “undesirable” properties—fixer-uppers, manufactured homes, or homes in second-tier cities. Sites like www.hudhomestore.gov list discounted properties for first-timers. A $300,000 fixer-upper today could appreciate to $400,000 in five years, giving you leverage to upgrade.

4. Long-Term Thinking

Boomers stayed put. The average tenure in a home was 8–12 years, letting them ride out market dips and benefit from appreciation. They didn’t flip houses every three years or chase trends. Staying put meant lower transaction costs and steady equity growth.

today’s market Twist: Plan to stay 5–10 years to maximize appreciation and minimize fees. Use a mortgage calculator (www.mortgagecalculator.org) to see how extra principal payments cut interest and build equity faster. A $400,000 home at 5% annual appreciation hits $510,510 in five years—your patience pays off.

5. DIY Mentality

Boomers painted walls, fixed faucets, and knew what a Phillips screwdriver was. Sweat equity saved money and built a connection to their homes. They didn’t outsource every repair to a landlord or TaskRabbit.

Today’s market Twist: YouTube is your new toolbelt. Learn to patch drywall or refinish floors with tutorials from channels like Home Repair Tutor. For bigger jobs, hire pros via HomeAdvisor (www.homeadvisor.com), but tackle small fixes yourself to save thousands. A $500 paint job can add $5,000 to your home’s value, per Remodeling’s Cost vs. Value Report.

Anecdote: Uncle Frank’s $48,000 Victory

Uncle Frank, a factory worker in 1985, bought a $48,000 fixer-upper in a sleepy Ohio suburb. The roof leaked, the basement smelled like regret, and the neighbors had a questionable fondness for lawn flamingos. But he didn’t care. He put down $9,600 (saved from overtime and no cable bill), fixed the roof with a buddy, and paid off the mortgage in 12 years. By 2000, that house was worth $150,000, and he still had cash for Sizzler dinners. Frank wasn’t rich—he was strategic. He saw the house as a wealth-building tool, not a flex.

The Reality Check

Let’s not kid ourselves—today’s market is brutal. Housing costs are up, wages are stagnant, and student loans are the uninvited guest at every financial party. A $440,000 home with a 20% down payment ($88,000) takes ~12 years to save on a $75,000 income, assuming you sock away 10% annually. Add $2,200 monthly rent, and it’s no wonder Millennials and Gen Z feel stuck.

But the Boomer mindset still applies. You can’t control home prices, but you can:


		
Target Affordable Markets: Look at emerging cities like Boise or Raleigh, where $300,000 still buys a decent home.

		
Use Assistance Programs: FHA loans, VA loans (www.va.gov), or state grants lower the entry barrier.

		
Cut Expenses: Ditch the $12.99 streaming subscriptions and redirect to savings.

		
House Hack: Rent a room to cover part of your mortgage (more on this in Chapter 5).



Tools to Start Like a Boomer


		
Zillow (www.zillow.com): Browse listings and historical data to spot undervalued areas.

		
Redfin (www.redfin.com): Check pricing trends and neighborhood comps.

		
NerdWallet Mortgage Calculator (www.nerdwallet.com): Estimate payments based on your budget.

		
HUD First-Time Buyer Programs (www.hud.gov): Find down payment and closing cost assistance.



The Math That Hurts (But Helps)

Here’s the stark contrast:


		
1987: $90,000 home, $18,000 down, $24,000 income. Save 10% yearly? Down payment in ~7.5 years.

		
today’s market: $440,000 home, $88,000 down, $75,000 income. Save 10%? Try 12 years—unless you hustle.



Boomers didn’t face today’s price-to-income gap, but they also didn’t have your tools: gig apps, robo-advisors, or online certifications to boost income. Their edge was action over perfectionism. They bought the “good enough” house and made it great.

Boomer Myth: “You Just Need to Work Hard”

When your Boomer dad says, “We worked hard and saved,” he’s not wrong—but he’s skipping context. In 1987, college cost $4,000 total, union jobs offered pensions, and a $12,000 down payment didn’t require selling a kidney. Hard work still matters, but you’re playing on expert mode. The solution? Work smart, too. Combine Boomer grit with modern tools—freelance on Upwork, automate savings, and research like you’re stalking an ex on social media.

Final Thought: Ownership Is Your Superpower

Boomers didn’t wait for the perfect moment or the perfect home. They acted, adapted, and built wealth one mortgage payment at a time. In today’s market, you face steeper odds, but the principle holds: owning a home is a strategy, not a dream. Start small, think long-term, and channel that 1987 energy. Your first home might not have a rooftop deck, but it’ll have something better—your name on the deed.

Next Up: Chapter 2 dives into budgeting like a Boomer, showing you how to save for that down payment without giving up coffee (okay, maybe just the $6 lattes).




Chapter 2: Budgeting Like a Boomer — Saving in a High-Cost World

In 1987, your Boomer parents sat at the kitchen table, sorting cash into envelopes labeled “Groceries,” “Mortgage,” and “Sizzler Fund.” No Venmo, no auto-pay, just discipline and a coffee can for spare change. They saved for a $17,000 down payment on a $85,000 home while earning $24,000 a year—without DoorDash or Netflix draining their checking account. Fast-forward to today’s market: you’re staring at a median home price (which varies by region and market conditions), $2,200 monthly rent, and a $6,000 credit card balance that’s basically a roommate. Saving for a down payment feels like climbing Everest in flip-flops. But the Boomer budgeting mindset—ruthless prioritization, debt slaying, and side hustles—can still get you there. Let’s unpack how to save like it’s 1987 in a world that’s anything but.

The 1987 Playbook: How Boomers Saved

Boomers didn’t have it easy, but they had a simpler financial landscape. In 1987, the median household income was $24,350, and homes cost about 3.5 times that. Debt was minimal—average credit card debt was $1,000, not $6,000 like today. They used cash, tracked every penny, and avoided lifestyle creep. No one was leasing a BMW or dropping $12 on artisanal avocado toast. Their secret? A laser focus on necessities and a knack for making extra cash when needed.

Contrast that with today’s market: median income is $75,000, but homes are 5.9 times that, rent eats 30% of your paycheck, and student loans linger like an ex who won’t move out. Saving $88,000 for a 20% down payment on a $440,000 home takes 12 years if you save 10% of your income—assuming you don’t splurge on a $1,500 phone. The Boomer playbook still works, but it needs a today’s market remix: apps, automation, and side gigs to outsmart inflation.

Four Boomer Budgeting Hacks for Today’s market

Here’s how to channel that 1987 frugality into a modern savings plan, without resorting to a diet of instant ramen.

1. Zero-Based Budgeting: Every Dollar Has a Job

Boomers gave every dollar a purpose, whether stuffed in an envelope or scribbled in a ledger. Zero-based budgeting—assigning all income to expenses, savings, or debt repayment before the month starts—is their legacy. In 1987, a couple might allocate $1,200 monthly income to $600 mortgage, $300 groceries, $200 savings, and $100 utilities. Nothing was “leftover” for impulse buys.

Today’s Twist: Use apps like GoodBudget (www.goodbudget.com) or YNAB (www.youneedabudget.com) to digitize the envelope system. Example: On a $5,000 monthly take-home, assign $1,500 to rent, $800 to debt, $1,200 to living expenses, and $1,500 to savings. Adjust monthly based on income spikes (bonuses, side gigs). Apps sync with your bank, so you’re not balancing a checkbook like it’s 1987.

Pro Tip: Start with the 50/30/20 rule—50% needs (housing, utilities), 30% wants (dining, subscriptions), 20% savings/debt. Tweak to 40/20/40 if you’re gunning for a down payment faster.

2. Slay Debt Like It’s a Mortgage Rate Hike

Boomers kept debt low because 10.2% mortgage rates were punishment enough. Credit card debt in 1987 averaged $1,000 per household; today’s $6,000 average (per Experian) steals your savings potential. Paying off high-interest debt frees up cash for your down payment.

Today’s market Twist: Use the avalanche method—pay highest-interest debts first (e.g., 20% APR cards over 4% student loans). Example: A $6,000 card at 20% costs $1,200 yearly in interest. Pay it off in 12 months by allocating $550/month (cut two streaming subscriptions and a few takeouts). Monitor your credit score with Credit Karma (www.creditkarma.com) to qualify for better mortgage rates (700+ score saves thousands).

Anecdote: My Boomer neighbors, the Clarks, paid off a $2,000 card in 1986 by skipping vacations and brown-bagging lunches. They saved a $17,000 down payment in 2.5 years.

3. Save Aggressively with Automation

Boomers stashed cash in savings accounts or under the mattress (kidding—mostly). They saved 10–15% of income religiously, often via payroll deductions. In today’s market, high-yield savings accounts and automation make this easier.

Today’s market Twist: Open a high-yield savings account (e.g., Ally, www.ally.com, at 4%+ interest) and auto-transfer 15% of your paycheck. On a $75,000 income ($4,500 monthly take-home), saving $675/month yields $8,100 yearly, or $24,300 in three years—half a 10% down payment on a $440,000 home. Bonus: High-yield accounts beat inflation better than 1987’s 2% savings accounts.

Math Check: Saving $88,000 (20% down) takes 10 years at $675/month without interest. With 4% interest, it’s ~9 years. Cut expenses or add a side hustle to shave years off.

4. Side Hustles: The Boomer Overtime Upgrade

Boomers worked overtime or took second jobs—think delivering newspapers or moonlighting at Sears. In 1987, an extra $500/month from overtime could fund a $12,000 down payment in two years. Today’s gig economy is your equivalent.

Today’s market Twist: Drive for Uber, sell crafts on Etsy (www.etsy.com), or freelance on Upwork (www.upwork.com). Example: Tutoring 10 hours/week at $30/hour adds $1,200/month. Combine with budgeting, and you’re saving $2,000/month ($24,000/year). That’s a 10% down payment ($44,000) in two years. Use apps like QuickBooks (www.quickbooks.intuit.com) to track gig income and taxes.

Anecdote: My cousin Lisa, a recent buyer, saved $30,000 in 18 months by cutting subscriptions and driving for Lyft on weekends. She bought a $350,000 condo with an FHA loan.

The Painful Numbers: 1987 vs. Today’s market

Let’s do the math:


		
1987: $85,600 home, $17,120 down (20%), $24,350 income. Saving 15% ($304/month) took ~4.7 years.

		
Today’s market: $440,000 home, $88,000 down (20%), $75,000 income. Saving 15% ($938/month) takes ~7.8 years.
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