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Executive Summary 
 
First-Time Homebuyers Spur Housing Market in First Quar-
ter of 2009 
 
Affordable prices, low interest rates, & $8,000 tax credit spark renewed ac-
tivity  
 
Home sales activity in New England picked up in many areas during the first quarter of 2009, 
according to RE/MAX of New England, an indication that the housing market may have bot-
tomed out and the seeds of recovery are beginning to take hold.  
 
The increase mirrors recent improvements in the sales of condos and single family homes across 
the country. The National Association of REALTORS® (NAR) reported that existing home sales 
rose 5.1% in February, the largest single-month increase since July 2003. According to the 
RE/MAX National Housing Report, many of New England!s major hubs are surpassing the na-
tional increase.  Transactions in Augusta, ME are up 6.21%, Hartford, CT is up 18.37%, Man-
chester, NH transactions are up 17.47%, and Providence, RI, one of New England!s hardest hit 
states, is up 7.30% versus the prior month. The NAR reported that first-time buyers purchased 
more than 50% of the existing home sales in February. 
 
Jay Hummer, Executive Vice President of RE/MAX of New England said: "The combination of 
FHA loans, the $8,000 federal tax credit geared specifically toward first time home buyers, his-
torically low interest rates, and the value of real estate in today!s economy, are drawing consum-
ers in large numbers.# 

This renewed activity spurred RE/MAX of New England to analyze first time home buyer atti-
tudes and behaviors a little more closely. A qualitative exploratory of first-time home buyers was 
conducted in the greater Boston market in which the buyers provided direct feedback through 
focus groups and telephone interviews. 

Respondents generally understood that the large inventory of affordable homes has created a 
buyer!s market with lower prices and lower interest rates. However, a general lack of knowledge 
about the home buying process and the tax incentives available for first time home buyers, cou-
pled with a fear of job security in the current economy, created anxiety and kept a certain segment 
of potential buyers on the sidelines. In addition, many are still hedging on whether the market has 
in fact hit bottom. 

Said Hummer: "Take a look at the inventory today versus a year ago. In many cases it!s doubled 
while prices are at 2003 levels; now is the time to buy.# 

While many first time home buyers remain reluctant, they have begun researching the availability 
of condos and entry level homes in their price range. Across New England, the price of homes  
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targeted by first time buyers varied, but on average, most were looking for modestly-priced starter 
homes in the $150,000 - $250,000 range that they could stay in for more than five years. The 
most popular home is a three bedroom, one and a half bathroom home in a desirable neighbor-
hood close to transportation options including mass transit and freeway access. Those first timers 
with children were also concerned with local school systems. 

One-hundred percent of the respondents said they are currently using the internet to investigate 
their options. The internet plays a major role in educating buyers and providing a resource of in-
formation. Said one respondent: !I think you just have to do your research, you have to go on-
line, roll up your sleeves a little." Most engaged with a real estate agent only after they had done 
their research and were ready to get serious. 

Surprisingly, the majority of first time buyers who are working with real estate agents had not 
been prequalified by a bank or other lending institution prior to beginning their search. Addition-
ally, the majority of buyers are taking advantage of FHA 0% or 3.5% down payment options 
available to them.  

!First time home buyers are out there doing their research. That#s evidenced by the increase in 
activity that RE/MAX agents in New England have seen in the last 60 days. Today#s first time 
home buyer has many resources at their fingertips when searching for their new home and with 
the low prices, low interest rates and $8,000 tax credit, there#s no time like the present to make 
the investment into a new home," said Hummer. 

Jay Hummer, Executive Vice President and Regional Director for RE/MAX of New England has 
25 years of experience in the real estate franchise industry, beginning his career in New York 
City in 1984.  As Executive Vice President and Regional Director, Hummer oversees 250 offices 
and 3,000 sales associates throughout Connecticut, Maine, Massachusetts, New Hampshire, 
Rhode Island and Vermont.  The RE/MAX web site is www.remax.com. 
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Massachusetts 
 
Single-family home and condominium sales in 
Massachusetts saw an encouraging, if not 
dramatic rise in March, with average sales of 
single family homes up about 6% over Febru-
ary. Total first-quarter sales of single-family 
homes and condos are still lagging year-to-
year, however.  
 
Associate Karen King of RE/MAX Teamwork 
Realty in Wilbraham has seen a big pick up in 
her Western Massachusetts market during the 
first quarter, !it is definitely strong - especially 
in the last three weeks. In April, we"re going 
to see a big jump because banks are being 
more careful in lending, so our March closings 
are taking longer than expected.# 
 
Conversely, according to Broker/Owner Jay 
McHugh of RE/MAX Unlimited in Brookline, 
his first time buyers are more cautious for 
myriad reasons, !They think the promise of 
additional federal benefits is around the corner 
and so they wait, or they are hearing from 
their employers that job security is not as se-
cure as it was even 12 months ago. Job secu-
rity is critical in making this decision.# 
 
In the first quarter of 2009, total transactions 
for single-family homes reached 10,382 com-
pared to just over 12,400 in the first quarter of 
2008. For condos, the totals transactions were 
4,148 in the first quarter of 2009, compared to 
5,794 in the first quarter of 2008.   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

However, it"s not all bad news in terms of 
overall sales. There are some pockets in the  
state where demand and sales are ahead of the 
curve for the first quarter of 2009. 
 
According to Laura Cahill an Associate with 
RE/MAX Landmark REALTORS, it"s not the 
low prices that are driving first time buyers $ 
it"s the inventory. !We just don"t have enough 
inventory for all the first time buyers right 
now... we"re seeing multiple offers coming in 
on all price ranges from &300,000 - &800,000; 
people are paying over list price.# In fact, Mil-
ton has 50% fewer homes for sale in 2009 than 
in 2008 due to an influx of buyers, the result 
of a &200 million school development com-
pleted last year.  
 
Inventory is also playing a role for Bro-
ker/Owner Paul Mydelski of RE/MAX Lead-
ing Edge. He is seeing !a little bit of a 
bounce# in his market, which includes the 
communities of Winchester, Woburn and Ar-
lington, where the average price for first time 
homebuyers begins at around &400,000. !Our 
first time market is increasing and stable,# he 
reports. 
 
Associate Gil Campos of RE/MAX Real Es-
tate Center in Foxboro said that his customers 
are looking for the bottom of the market, !I"m 
seeing a lot of people who have been shopping 
for a home for a while. They want to purchase 
but have been afraid, now they"re feeling more 
confident and are starting to make offers.# 
 
Mike DelRose, Associate for RE/MAX First 
Realty, says the market is getting stronger in 
his service communities of Watertown, 
Waltham, Belmont and Newton. He said buy-
ers are looking in the &200,000 - &300,000 
price range for condos and &300,000 - 
&400,000 for single-family homes.  
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Rhode Island  

 
Although still down compared to the first 
quarter of 2008, sales of single-family homes 
and condos in Rhode Island increased in 
February and March over January!s figures. In 
addition, the average time homes spent on the 
market improved from 115 days in February 
2008, to 104 days in February 2009. 
 
In fact, the number of single family homes 
sold statewide in February was 7.8% higher 
than a year ago at this time, despite Rhode 
Island!s high unemployment rate, 10.5%, 
placing it third in the nation for unemployment 
under Michigan and South Carolina. However, 
according to a report by the Warren Group, 
one in every ten single-family home sales in 
February was a bank-owned property.  
 
"I!m seeing a lot of first-time homebuyers 
right now,# Said Karl Martone, Associate of 
RE/MAX Properties in Smithfield. "There are 
some great programs that you can get into at 
0% down, based on where you buy. Now, 
these buyers are seeing properties out there 
that they could not get into had the market not 
corrected itself.# 
 
With home inventory up, due in large part to 
distressed sales (foreclosures and short sales), 
first-time home buyers have opportunities to 
buy properties that, as recently as a year ago, 
would have been beyond their means. Says 
Martone: "If you are a first-time homebuyer, 
get educated, pre-approved and buy your first 
home. The stars have aligned for the buyer.#  
 
Rob Scaralia, Broker/Owner of RE/MAX 1st 
Choice in Cranston, has also seen the number 
of first time buyers rise in recent months. 
"We!ve seen quite an uptick with first time 
buyers. Coincidentally, I!ve been polling 
colleagues and we are all feeling that we!re 
close to bottom or at the bottom which is 
helping to stimulate buyers.#  
 
Added Scaralia, "A lot of buyers have learned 
the lessons of past. Get into a safe, affordable 
mortgage and a home that you!re going to stay 
 

in for a while, don!t think you!ll be getting out 
of it in a year.#  
 
But, it is the drop in average prices that has hit 
Rhode Island the hardest. According to recent 
reports from the RI Association of REAL-
TORS®, the median price of a single-family 
home in Rhode Island fell 25.8% in February, 
making it the fourth consecutive month with a 
year-over-year drop of more than 20%. 
REALTORS cited the high volume of short 
sales which comprised 42% of sales during the 
month.  
 
In the first quarter of 2008, the average price 
of a single-family home was approximately 
$326,000. In the first quarter of 2009, that 
number dropped to just under $220,000 more 
than a 30% decline. Condo sales were also 
down, but not nearly as dramatically, suffering 
a 10% first-quarter decline year-to-year.  
 
These price drops bring us back to 2003 levels 
and bode well for first time buyers who are 
most interested in an entry price of $150,000 - 
$240,000, according to Scaralia.  
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New Hampshire 
 
The Granite State is also seeing a steady rise 
in single-family and condo sales over the 
first three months of this year. Single family 
home sales have gone from 1,056 in Janu-
ary, to 1,152 in February, to 1,282 in March. 
Condo sales have also risen steadily over the 
period.  
 
This represents some good news as com-
pared to the state!s 2008 numbers. Accord-
ing to a report issued by the New Hampshire 
Association of REALTORS® (NHAR) the 
2008 New Hampshire residential housing 
market was hit with its sharpest decline in 
more than a decade. 
 
"If you compare the first quarters of 2008 
and 2009, you!ll find that the number of sin-
gle-family homes on the market has just 
about doubled,# says Patti Kemen, Bro-
ker/Owner of RE/MAX Legacy in Dover.  
 
"In 2008, the average sales price was 
$220,000. For the first three months of this 
year, it!s $180,000. This is important be-
cause it tells us that we might have finally 
hit bottom.# 
 
In first three months of the year, New 
Hampshire!s average single family home 
listing price was $259,900, with the median 

sold price coming in around $190,000. Ac-
cording to Kemen, this could indicate a glut  
of bank foreclosures that  were sold quickly 
and inexpensively to buyers.  
 
In fact, median home prices, which had re-
mained relatively stable in the previous two 
years, were not immune to the economic 
times. The median selling price in 2008 rep-
resented a 10 percent decrease from that in 
2007, according to NHAR. 
 
However, Kemen added that those first-time 
buyers who make the commitment now are 
the winners because of all of the initiatives, 
but she also indicates that some are still re-
luctant to pull the trigger. "The big concern 
is the potential of job loss. Once buyers have 
more assurances about the economy and the 
financial markets, they won!t be as nervous 
to purchase a home.#   
 
"I have never seen a market like this; the last 
six months were incredibly tough. Now, 
we!re seeing a lot of activity. We!re show-
ing properties nights and weekends and we 
are inundated with business from first-time 
buyers. 
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Connecticut 
 
The Nutmeg State experienced a modest 
increase in single-family home sales in the 
first three months of 2009, while condo sales 
fell off in February and March from Janu-
ary!s numbers.   
 
The average price of a single-family home 
fell slightly, from approximately $262,000 
in January to slightly more than $256,000 in 
March. The drop in the average condo price 
was somewhat steeper, from approximately 
$187,000 in January to just over $173,000 in 
March.  
 
According to the Warren Group, it was the 
fifth consecutive month that median prices 
have been dropped by double-digit percent-
age. Bank-owned properties accounted for 
about 5 percent of single-family home sales 
transactions in February. A total of 51 bank-
owned, single-family homes were sold in 
February.  
 
However, the spring market could mean a 
bright spot for Connecticut. According to Ed 
Sutton, Broker/Owner of RE/MAX Flagship 
in East Hartford, who services almost exclu-
sively first-time home buyers, his market is 
looking stronger. "From mid November 
through the end of February, my business 
literally went to sleep,# he said. "In January, 
we had seven closings, where we would 
typically have 20. In March, the number of 
showings jumped 43%. We had 133 show-
ings last week (week of 3/16).  
 
 
 
 
 
 

In January and February, we had showings 
in the 40s per week.# He attributes the sud-
den revival to two "silver bullets,# as he 
called them.  
 
The first is the federal tax credit. The other 
is a 203k Loan, an FHA mortgage program 
by which buyers can get up to $35,000 at 
closing toward making repairs. Sutton esti-
mates that his buyers are typically finding a 
home and making an offer within 60-days of 
their search, on average. 
 
Jeff Wright, Broker/Owner of RE/MAX 
Right Choice in Fairfield County, has also 
seen some renewed interest recently, after a 
dramatic decrease in sales during the first 
quarter of 2009 versus 2008, due he specu-
lates to widespread job loss from Hartford to 
New York City. Wright!s service area in-
cludes Trumbull, Bridgeport, Milford, Shel-
ton, and Stratford.  
 
"There is no part of our market that is really 
strong, but on a recent Saturday we had the 
most showings in three years. Compara-
tively, closings are way down but interest is 
picking up. Short sales and distressed prop-
erties are very popular with first-time buy-
ers.# 
 
Wright!s first time buyers are generally 
looking in the $125,000 - $300,000 range, 
depending on the area. However, the major-
ity of his sales, 60%, he attributes to the bot-
tom 25% of the market. His first time buyers 
span the gamut from young professionals to 
older couples who could not previously af-
ford a home. 
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Maine  
 
The first-quarter numbers for Maine mirror 
those of most of the other New England 
states: a first-quarter surge in 2009 for aver-
age sales of single-family homes and con-
dos, but continued erosion in average prices.  
 
According to the Maine Association of 
REALTORS®, single-family real estate 
sales were down 21.98 percent in February 
and the statewide median sales price low-
ered to $158,000. 
 
For single-family homes, the biggest jump 
occurred in March, when there were almost 
100 additional transactions. February was 
the liveliest month for condo sales, which 
jumped almost 70% from the January fig-
ures.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

According to the Maine Department of La-
bor, the seasonally-adjusted February 2009 
unemployment rate in Maine is 8.0%, up 
from 7.7% in January and 4.9% in February 
of 2008.  
 
However, Don is hopeful that lower prices, 
higher inventory and tax credits and incen-
tives will continue to impact buyers as 
Maine enters its spring market, !interest 
rates have not been better than today for 
quite some time, pricing is affordable and 
more in line with where it needs to be in 
today"s economy. People are starting to 
make the decision to buy.# 
 
Added Sue, !the tax credit is making first 
time buyers decide to look, and the interest 
rates and price reductions have also helped 
to stimulate interest. But, we still have buy-
ers out there who are primarily concerned 
about the economy.#  
 
Most first time buyers in the area are look-
ing at a price range of $150,000 - $175,000. 
However, most are not looking for fixer up-
pers, but prefer structurally-sound homes in 
move-in condition.  
 
 
 
 
 

But, Don and Sue Spann of RE/MAX River-
side in Topsham, report that economic fears 
play a huge factor in how the market recov-
ers.  
 
In fact, according to Don, job stability is the 
key to turning Maine"s housing market 
around, !job loss is on everyone"s mind and 
has a serious trickle-down effect across the 
local economy.#  
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Vermont 
 
While average sales per month of single-
family homes and condos in Vermont were 
off sharply in the first quarter of 2009, com-
pared to the same period in 2008, sales in 
both single family homes and condomini-
ums increased every month of the current 
quarter.  
 
The average price for a single family home 
in the first quarter of 2009 was slightly more 
than $222,000, compared to almost 
$280,000 in the first quarter of 2008. Aver-
age condo prices dropped by about 15%, 
from $255,000 in the first quarter of 2008 to 
just below $219,000 in the first quarter of 
2009.   
 
However, average sales prices in March rose 
2% to $224,104 over February!s average 
price of $220,581, and approximately 700 
homes were sold during the first quarter of 
this year.  
 
"The market is not strong,# said Kathy Sol-
lien, Broker/Owner of RE/MAX Maple Leaf 
Realty in Bennington. "Part of the problem 
with the market in general is fear. Several 
first-time home-buyers that I!ve started 
working with are worried about their jobs 
and the economy.# 
 
Sollien feels that the $8,000 tax credit for 
first time buyers is a great start, but not im-
mediate enough to make local impact, "it 
doesn!t impact buyers until next year, and 
we!re seeing buyers who have never item-
ized their taxes and really don!t understand 
what it means to them.# 
 
Many buyers in the Bennington area are 
looking at the current buyer!s market as a 
good opportunity for negotiation. They per-

ceive pricing as not realistic and are looking 
at homes over their price range.  
 
Sollien confirms that many area first time 
buyers are looking in the $100,000 - 
$250,000 price range, but the majority are 
looking at homes priced under $125,000.  
 
"We!re not a big area here,# said Sollien. 
"Buyers are looking at everything available 
and if they!re not finding what they want, 
they!re waiting for the next group of homes 
to come up for sale. The tough thing about a 
small town like Bennington is that there is 
not an abundance of houses on the market at 
any given time.# 
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