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GUIDE
From preparing your finances to finding the
home you love, navigate the home buying
process with this easy-to-use guide.

PLAN
WISE

BUY
WISE

LIVE
WISE

THE FIRST-TIME
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When it comes to your first home, here’s one
thing we know: It’s one of the biggest financial
investments you’ll make.
At Thrivent Federal Credit Union, we don’t take that lightly.
The home-buying process is full of many questions and
ultimately lots of life-changing decisions, and we’re ready
to walk alongside you through it all. Use this guide to
navigate your new home journey and make mortgage
choices that make sense with your budget and lifestyle.
Because at the end of the day, you should buy the home you
love, with enough money left over to live the life you love.
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FIND YOUR BASELINE AND
CREATE YOUR BUDGET

If you’re thinking about buying your first home,
you’re probably facing one simple question that feels
overwhelming: Where do I begin? It’s easy to start trolling
real estate listings and perusing open houses, but don’t
get too far ahead of yourself. It’s important to start with
the biggest influencer of your home-buying process: your
finances. Before you begin your home search, you need
to take a quick scan of your finances, otherwise known as a financial
assessment. This is a process where you look closely at your spending
and savings activities and outline future financial plans with a new house
in mind.

HOW MUCH
DO I MAKE?

FINDING YOUR BASELINE

Part of developing a home-buying budget includes first finding your baseline. Your
financial baseline is your honest starting place. It’s an all-encompassing look at how
you’re spending, saving and giving today. Your baseline is not your budget. It’s not what
your finances should be. It’s what they are today. To find your baseline, look back on
60-90 days of bank statements or start new and begin recording spending habits. Either
way, your result should be the same: A report that reflects how you spend money.
When you’re looking at your baseline, begin by asking yourself:
1. How much do I make?
2. How much do I take home after my needs are met?
3. How much am I saving?
4. How much am I giving?

HOW MUCH DO
I TAKE HOME?

HOW MUCH
AM I SAVING?

DEVELOPING YOUR BUDGET

Once you’ve created your baseline spending report, it’s time to step back and take a hard
look at it. Now that you know where you are financially, you need to figure out where you
want to go. Studies show that many Americans are spending 103% more than they earn.
For most, 45% of income goes toward debt, 25% goes toward taxes and 33% goes toward
other spending. That leaves nothing for saving and giving. When you add a monthly
mortgage payment to your spending report, it will change your financial goals even more.

HOW MUCH
AM I GIVING?
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When you’re looking at creating a budget, ask yourself:
1. What are my financial goals, and what do I need to do to achieve them?
2. How will a monthly mortgage payment (and the many other costs of
homeownership) impact my goals?
3. How much do I want to give?
4. How much of my spending benefits me long-term?
5. What are my saving goals?
Remember, these questions should act as conversation starters as you begin the
home-buying journey. As you move closer to the mortgage process, you can apply these
answers to a mortgage calculator and begin to look at the real impact of homeownership.

COSTS TO CONSIDER

A new home doesn’t just mean a new monthly payment. It also means utilities, taxes,
and—of course—maintenance. These new costs impact your cash flow and ultimately
your financial goals. If you aren’t financially prepared for the additional cost of
homeownership, the ramifications can be life-altering. Think about the costs that will
impact your finances below and work these costs into the affordability of the homes
you’re looking at:
• Property tax
• Home insurance
• Utilities (gas, electric, etc.)
• Trash and recycling services
• Water and sewer services
• Outdoor upkeep
• Repairs or updates
• Emergencies
• Furnishing your new home

READ ON:
CALCULATE YOUR MORTGAGE PAYMENT

Consider
a Condo or
Townhome
You’re in a
discovery phase of
homeownership.
And now’s the time
to ask yourself: Do I
really want a house?
When you buy a single
family home, you’re
responsible for the
land and everything
that’s on it. With a
condo or town home,
you pay a fee that
allows someone
else (usually an
association) to take
care of maintenance
for you.
Do you have room
in your budget to
accommodate the
many single family
homeownership
costs? Or do you want
to replace those costs
with a single fee for
upkeep?
Now’s the time to
decide.
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CONSIDER YOUR CREDIT

Lenders care about credit. While it’s not the only factor that
matters, your credit score is a value that financial institutions
look at to assess how reliable you are to lend to. In general,
a credit score above 700 is more attractive to lenders, while
anything below 620 could make it harder to get a loan.
In the most basic terms, a credit score is a 3-digit number that
shows lenders how risky (or not) you are to lend to. When you
manage your credit wisely, you have an opportunity to boost this
score. In simple terms: If you pay down loans and credit cards
monthly, your score may go up. If you are late to make payments, have a lot of debt
or frequently open and close credit cards, your score will most likely go down.

CREDIT SCORE BREAKDOWN
The length of your
credit history.

New credit.

15%

10%
10%

The different types of credit
you have.

30%
The amount you
currently owe to
creditors.

35%

Payment history - the history
you have established of making
payments on time (or not).

READ ON:
UNDERSTANDING YOUR CREDIT SCORE
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PARTNER WITH A LENDER

This is arguably one of the most important steps in the
home-buying journey. The lender you choose should be a
partner in helping you navigate the mortgage process. A
word of caution here: Just because your realtor referred
you to an institution, doesn’t mean you need to work
with that organization. It’s common to feel pressured into
working with a specific institution. Pause. Take the time
you need to find a lender who will walk alongside you
during this pivotal time in your life, and treat your initial
interactions with potential lenders like a job interview.
Good rule of thumb? Be generally cautious when you’re entering into a
borrowing conversation.
Upon a first consultation or phone call, ask the representative the following:
1. How do your rates work? A lender should be able to answer this question easily.
Your mortgage rate should be based on your own financial profile, and should take
things like your credit and down payment into consideration.
2. What do you consider when you’re qualifying me? The loan qualification
process is an important one. A good lender should be prepared to take a deep dive
into your income, household budget, financial goals, debt and the amount you’re
comfortable putting down.
3. How do closing costs work? Closing costs are fees that you’ll pay when you
close on your home. Naturally, it’s not that simple. Your lender should be able to
break down these fees and take them into account when sharing general concepts
about what you can afford.
4. How is my loan serviced? When you work with a lender who also services your
loan, you’re able to call that institution anytime over the life of your loan to ask
questions. Know this: Mortgage brokers often originate the loan, close it, and sell
it. If the loan you took out is serviced by another organization, you’ll have to go
elsewhere to find answers when unexpected circumstances pop up.
After your lender interview, ask yourself the following:
1. How did the representative treat me?
2. Did I feel comfortable asking questions?
3. Did the representative do a good job explaining the process?

Lender
red flags

As you move through
conversations with
various institutions,
keep your guard up.
If you feel pressured
into discussing a loan
amount that seems
too big, or if you’re
asked to increase
your down payment
amount, stop and ask
yourself:
Why is the lender
asking me about
this? Ultimately, if
you’re uncomfortable,
consider a different
lender.
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GET PRE-APPROVED

Pre-qualification and pre-approval are important
steps in the mortgage process, and they mean
different things. During the pre-qualification process,
a lender generally reviews your finances and credit
profile without proof of income or debt. Based
on general concepts, the lender can usually talk
through your mortgage options and discuss what
kinds of loans might work for you. Getting preapproved is a more official process that moves you
forward in your mortgage application. To get pre-approved, you typically
supply documents that allow the lender to check your credit history, credit
score, and review your income and available assets. It’s an important step
to take before you begin to house hunt. That way, when you do begin your
search, you’ll know exactly what you can afford.

PREPARING FOR PRE-APPROVAL

The more documentation you’re able to provide, the better. Be upfront when your lender
asks you about financial specifics. It’s common to feel like you’re giving too much
information, but you need to accurately paint your life picture. If you’re not forthcoming,
your pre-approval may not be valid, or it may take longer to obtain.

DOWNLOAD THE PRE-APPROVAL CHECKLIST

UNDERSTANDING YOUR MORTGAGE

When it comes to selecting your mortgage, there are many options to choose from, and
it’s important to work with a lender who will keep your best interests in mind.
To determine what type of mortgage may work for you, and before you meet with
a lender, ask yourself:
• How quickly do I want to pay off my mortgage?
• Do I expect my income to increase in the coming years?
• How will my cash flow change in the coming years?
• How will new life milestones impact my cash flow?

What is
my debt to
income?
Debt to income
(DTI) is a calculation
lenders use for many
types of lending.
For home loans,
this number plays
a critical piece in
determining your
ability to repay the
mortgage debt. A
debt to income
ratio of 35% or
less is considered
good in relation to
your income and it
shows your debt is
manageable.

LEARN HOW
TO CALCULATE
YOUR DEBT TO
INCOME RATIO.
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KNOW YOUR LOANS

There are four main types of home loans to explore. Each loan is different
and meets various needs of the homeowner. Learn more about the types
of loans available:

1

FIXED-RATE MORTGAGES
This type of mortgage
requires a fixed payment
over the life of the loan. That
means your monthly payment
will always be the same.

2

ADJUSTABLE-RATE
MORTGAGES
This loan has an interest rate
that could go up and down
during the life of the loan,
changing your monthly payment.
The payment could be lower up
front but then could adjust after
a certain period (usually five,
seven or 10 years)

3
4

JUMBO LOANS
You could use a jumbo loan
if you’re generally looking for
more than $484,350 (this
number varies state by state).
This loan can come with a fixed
rate or an adjustable rate for
the life of the loan.

FIXED VA LOANS
These loans are
crafted only for
veterans or surviving
spouses.
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FIND A REALTOR

More and more home buyers rely too heavily on the
Internet for home shopping. With so many resources
available, it’s easy to overlook the value of consulting
with experienced professionals who understand the
ins and outs of buying your first home.
You may uncover facts about the neighborhood online, but
real estate agents know the market and can clue you in about
intangibles like:
• School district ratings
• Neighborhood resale value
• Home history, and more.
Finding the right realtor is easier said than done. While it’s true that your realtor is
charged with finding you a new home, he or she is also responsible for much more.
Your realtor should understand your long-term housing plan, know and respect
your price range and your financial goals. Ultimately, you’ll be accepting housing
recommendations from the agent you choose. That means you’ll need to trust him or
her fully—a hard thing to do in just one or two meetings. Consider asking family and
friends if they know any trusted realtors and read the reviews. Even then, your realtor
is an expert that you’re ultimately hiring to help you, so use the questions below
during your realtor search.

4 QUESTIONS TO ASK YOUR REALTOR
1. Are you familiar with the location I’m interested in?
2. What goes into making an offer?
3. What’s your availability?
4. What are your fees? Do I have to pay any?

Thrivent Federal Credit
Union has a special
program called
REAL ESTATE
SERVICES
that matches
homebuyers with
experienced realtors
in their area. When
you use Real Estate
Services, you’ll work
with a specialist who
will work alongside you
throughout the search,
mortgage, and closing
process. Real Estate
Services takes the
guesswork out of the
realtor equation. Plus,
it allows you to cash
in on other special
discounts. When you
work with a realtor
through Real Estate
Services, you’ll receive
a rebate check worth
up to 20% of your
realtor’s commission.
This could mean
thousands of dollars
back in your pocket.
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BEGIN YOUR HOME SEARCH

Finding a home that meets your needs can be
daunting.

START WITH LOCATION:
• What areas do you want to live in?
• What school districts are important to you?
• What public features—like parks or pools—do you want nearby?
Have a good idea of the location you’d like to move to and find a
realtor who knows the area and surrounding housing market well.

NEXT, CONSIDER TIMING:

LOCATION

• When do you want to move?
• Do you have upcoming milestones, such as marriage, a baby on the way?
• Do you want to be settled in before a certain event, like school starting?

Understanding your own timeline will be helpful for your agent to determine the speed
needed to conduct the house hunt.

TIMING

WHAT ARE YOUR MUST-HAVES?

Make a list of the home features that you “need” in a new home. Make a similar list of
the “wish list” items you’d like to see in your new home. It’s your realtor’s job to show you
homes that match your price range but also accommodate your must-have items (like
yard size, floor plan requirements, square footage, etc.).

LASTLY, HAVE YOU CONSIDERED REPAIRS OR REMODEL?

MUST HAVES

Are you interested in buying first and then remodeling? Understanding the amount of
additional work you are willing to do on your home will be helpful for your agent to match
the condition of the home with what you have in mind.

DOWNLOAD THE HOUSE HUNTER’S CHECKLIST

REPAIRS AND
REMODELS
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COMPLETE YOUR HOME
APPRAISAL AND INSPECTION

Once you’ve honed in on the house for you, it’s time
to prepare your offer and move through the inspection
process. There are two pieces to consider when it
comes to giving your new home a once-over: the
appraisal and the inspection.

APPRAISAL

Your lender is responsible for ordering the home appraisal. This is
a process where the lender essentially confirms the home is worth
the price you’re going to pay. Your appraisal is based on other
homes like yours that have recently sold. The appraisal helps the lender validate the
collateral of the loan. The process also typically addresses safety and structural issues.
If an issue or concern is discovered during the appraisal, the seller will generally be
responsible for addressing it.

INSPECTION

As a new home buyer, the home inspection reveals issues beyond what you’ll find in the
appraisal. A home inspector generally digs deeper into his or her review of the house. A
good inspector will check general features like the home’s foundation, roof and exterior—
and interior items like windows, paint, plumbing, electrical, appliances, the water heater
and furnace. Inspectors will prioritize issues for the buyer to review. Depending on the
severity of the issues found, the seller will often fix concerns or wrap the cost of fixing
into the final home offer.

READ ON:
HOW TO PREPARE A STRONG HOME OFFER
5 HINTS FOR HOME INSPECTIONS
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BEGIN THE MORTGAGE PROCESS

You’re nearing the end of your home-buying journey.
When the buyer accepts your home offer, the extended work on
your mortgage begins. Depending on the time frame of when you
received pre-approval, you may need to update documentation. If
your home offer came with negotiation, you’ll spend time working
with your lender to fine-tune final numbers, like your down
payment.
Next, the title company will undergo a title search on your
property. While this process really requires nothing of you, it’s
an important step. A title search reviews all the public records
of you, the seller and the land. It ensures there’s no outstanding
judgments tied to the land, and confirms the ownership history of
the home. Ultimately this process clears the title in preparation
for you to become the primary owner.

PROCESSING AND UNDERWRITING

Your loan processor and underwriter work together through a check and balance routine.
The processor will work with your lender – and everything that’s on your application – to
validate your information. It’s the processor’s job to make sure all documents submitted
are still valid. He or she may come back with additional documents needed. Then, about
10 days prior to closing, the processor will take final validation steps, like making sure
you’re still employed, and checking to see if you’ve gained any new debt. It’s a good idea
to wait until after closing to buy new furniture or other items that might bring new debt
prior to closing.
The underwriter confirms that the documents from the processor meet the requirements
of the loan program. It’s not unusual for the underwriter to require more documents or
information that may arise from your application. Ultimately, it’s the underwriter who will
give your loan application the final stamp of approval.
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CLOSE ON YOUR NEW HOME

In a way, this is the moment you’ve been waiting for.
In order to call the home yours and officially move in,
here’s what happens:
1. Your lender’s mortgage closer will prepare
all the necessary documents for closing.
2. The title company will prepare the seller’s
documents, including the deed.
3. You’ll gather the funds required for your
down payment, as well as closing costs, and
prepare to bring those to the closing.
4. Your lender will discuss final costs.
5. You’ll meet with the mortgage closer and
talk through and sign closing documents.
6. You’ll receive the keys to your new home!

TAKE YOUR TIME

Don’t be afraid to ask questions and don’t feel rushed. Be sure to give yourself a
minimum of one hour to walk through the closing process.

WHAT’S NEXT?

Take your instructions from the title company and follow through. This includes (in some
states) filling out a homestead application. You’ll need to set up utilities, including
options for electrical, trash and water.

It’s the little things
When you move in,
consider this small
list of to-dos:

1
2

3

4

CHANGE YOUR
LOCKS.
RE-SET ANY
KEY CODES,
like the panel
on the garage.
UPDATE YOUR
DRIVER’S
LICENSE.
LOCATE THE
FUSE BOX
(in case you
need to turn off
power in a hurry).
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PREPARE FOR LONG-TERM
HOMEOWNERSHIP

Congratulations! In this final section of the homebuying journey, the “buying” part is officially done. But
homeownership is just now beginning, and it’s time to
prepare for the new road ahead.

UPKEEP AND MAINTENANCE

As a new homeowner, you’ll quickly learn one of the many truths of
homeownership: When it comes to keeping up your home, there’s
always “something.” From air conditioning filters to appliance
malfunctions, be ready to address issues as they arise. One way to feel less stressed?
Prepare. Consider opening an emergency savings account and set aside money for the
unexpected.

TALK TO FAMILY AND FRIENDS
Sometimes the people who know the most are those who are already homeowners. Talk
to family and friends who have been through this process before. What services do you
need now or in the future? Consider recommendations for lawn services, snow removal
and more.

WORKING WITH YOUR LENDER

We were serious when we said, choose your lender wisely. Questions about
homeownership don’t end after you receive the keys. Homeownership is a life-long
journey that changes with the ups and downs of your life. Be prepared for questions like
the following to arise, and have your lender’s phone number handy:
• My taxes went up, how do I know that my payment is going to adjust?
• What’s in my escrow account and how does it work?
• I changed insurance agents, what do I need to do?
• I have an adjustable rate loan, will I be notified if the payment is changing?
• I had damage to my home, how do I work with my insurance company and you?
• How will I receive my year end statements for filing taxes?
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Connect with a Thrivent Federal Credit Union Member Services
Representative to learn more about our community today!
Thriventcu.com | 866-226-5225
Facebook.com/thriventcu

