RV PURCHASING

GUIDE

Like buying a traditional home, purchasing an RV is an
important milestone. It requires research about your
budget, types of RVs, whether to buy new or used,
where to purchase, financing options, price comparison,
registration, and insurance. Investigating your options
before buying is key to a successful purchase.
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Introduction
Introduction
Recreational vehicle ownership is growing all across the country, so you are in good
company if you’re interested in purchasing an RV and joining others on the road to adventure. But what should you buy? And how do you know you’re getting a good deal?
We’ve created this e-book to help you think about what you really want in an RV and
ask the right questions so the vehicle you finally purchase suits your needs and travel
plans. Plan to spend some time on this project. We know you’re excited to head out on
your first trip, but the key to making the right buying decisions is preparation. Patience
now will reward you later.
Be sure the RV lifestyle is for you. If you haven’t already done so, rent a recreational vehicle for a week
or two, or borrow one from a friend.
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Chapter 1

Developing a Budget
Why start out talking about budget? Because above all else, the amount you can
afford to pay will affect what you can and should purchase. Dreaming of a $2 million
motorhome may be fun, but if you aren’t quite there financially, you will be happiest
with an RV that makes you comfortable in the wallet as well as on the road.
If you plan to pay cash, the amount you have available determines what you can
spend up front. Even so, you’ll have other ongoing expenses associated with your
RV – upkeep and repairs, insurance, on-the-road travel expenses, etc. It is essential
to understand how much you can afford to spend each month. If you plan to finance
your RV, how much money
can you allot each month
for all RV expenses (loan
payment plus associated
costs)? Your payment will
represent the greatest
share of that – say,
60%. How much cash
do you have for a down
payment? Plan on at least
20%, because most RVs
depreciate that much the
first year. Taken together,
your down payment
and monthly payment
capability will tell you what
you can afford to spend on
an RV.

Stick to your budget. Over-purchasing can
quickly erase the fun factor in owning an RV.
Purchasing an RV is a big
investment, and you want
to get the most for your
money, however much
you spend. Read on, to
learn how to make the best
choices for your needs
and get the best price
on the RV you prefer. As
you’re considering your
options, think about your
future travel budget, as
well as your purchase
budget. Factors like fuel
consumption, maintenance
needs/costs, and even
the amount of storage
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available can affect your
operating costs and tripspecific expenses.

Chapter 2

Choosing the Right
Type and Size RV

Recreational vehicles come in a wide variety of styles and configurations. That can be
confusing indeed, but it also means there is an RV just right to fulfill your recreational
and travel desires.
There are several types of travel trailers which can be towed with a car or truck,
either with a standard hitch or 5th-wheel setup. Pickup campers are also considered
“towable RVs.” Travel trailers come in an assortment of sizes and floorplans. Some
can sleep up to 10 people, some have extendable ends, and some fold away for
towing.
Travel trailers can be more maneuverable and
economical to use than motorhomes. Plus, you
can unhitch your trailer at the campsite and
then use your tow vehicle to explore or run
errands. Pricing for new RVs of this type can run
anywhere from a few thousand dollars to well in
excess of $100,000.
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Motorhomes combine living and driving space in a single unit. You have access to the
entire vehicle while you’re underway, but if you want to do additional driving after
you’ve settled into your camping spot, you’ll have to tow a car behind the motorhome.
There are three types of motorhomes:
• Class B motorhomes, also called van campers, are the most basic.
• Class C motorhomes are heavier-duty. They are taller than Class B vehicles,
and usually have a cab-over design that allows a bed to be placed in the
extension over the cab.
• Class A motorhomes are the largest and roomiest, and can be amazingly
luxurious.

You can spend less than
$50,000 or up to several
million dollars on a new
motorhome.
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So What Do You Want?
That depends on where you want to travel and how long your trips will be. Ask
yourself:
• Where you plan to camp – National Parks and some campgrounds have
vehicle length restrictions.
• Where you expect to drive – twisty, mountainous roads? Narrow, unpaved
lanes? Strictly highway? Size and maneuverability both matter here.
• How frequently you will use it, and whether that will be only during the niceweather seasons or in the winter, too. Or do you plan to live in it full time?
Obviously, the more you plan to use it, the more durability and roominess are
important.
• How far you intend to travel. The farther you drive, the more important fuel
efficiency becomes.
• How many people will need to move around and sleep in it? Do you plan to
travel with pets?
If you are looking for a travel trailer and already own a tow vehicle, you’ll be limited to
RVs within the weight range your truck or car can comfortably tow. Don’t forget the
gear and supplies you pack into the trailer add weight.
Give yourself plenty of time to make the right choice. The more you look at different
models and options, and the more questions you ask, the easier it will be to hone in
on what is most important to you. Knowing what you want means you won’t be easily
swayed or distracted into buying something that isn’t right for you or your budget.
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Shopping Tips
There are numerous features and amenities you can choose from – which ones are
most important for your personal lifestyle and the way you plan to use your RV? To
learn more about your options, you can:
• Research manufacturers’ websites.
• Read the numerous blogs and online forums devoted to the RV lifestyle, such
as rvtravel.com and rvforum.net. These are great places to pick up advice from
RVing veterans as well as opinions about different recreational vehicles.
• Attend RV shows — these usually offer a comprehensive selection of types,
styles, sizes and prices, so if you have the stamina you can learn a lot. Take a
notepad and collect brochures.
• Visit multiple dealerships to browse and ask questions. When you visit
dealerships and RV shows, arm yourself with three words: we’re just looking.
Do not get drawn into a “buy now” conversation until you decide the time is
right. That comes later.
• Check out the Good Sam Club, the largest RV owner organization in the
world.
• Join the RV Consumer Group and read their independent ratings of
motorhomes and fifth wheels, based on use type, highway control (handling),
reliability and overall value.
Overall, the more you’ll use the RV, the longer your trips, and the farther you expect
to travel, the more “RV” you should purchase. Look for quality rather than costly addons you don’t need.
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Making Your Decision
Veteran RVers say the single-most important thing to do when shopping for a
recreational vehicle is to spend time on it - on your own, without the owner or
salesperson. Pretend it’s yours and act like you’re living in it. Walk through typical daily
and nightly routines, thinking about convenience and floorplan (traffic flow). Floorplan
dissatisfaction is one of the primary reasons many first-time RV purchasers look for a
new vehicle within two years.
• Can you function comfortably in the kitchen (think about storage as well as
cooking), even when other people are around?
• Is there enough interior and exterior storage for your bikes, fishing gear, or
other things you plan to take with you?
• Are the beds comfortable? Is it easy to make the bed?
• Can you comfortably use the toilet (with the door closed)? The shower?
• Can you see the TV from seating areas?
• Is there somewhere to hang your soggy outdoor gear in inclement weather?
Take pictures and make notes, so you can compare your top choices. After you’ve
narrowed your favorites, you’ll want to take the final candidates for a test drive, both
at highway speeds and in more challenging situations. Can you reach everything and
handle the vehicle confidently? Check out details like turning radius and visibility
that can affect your ability to function safely on the road, in parking lots, and
campgrounds. Also have someone else drive so you can see what it’s like to ride as a
passenger.
New or used, stay overnight in it before you make your final decision – this is standard
procedure in the RV industry.
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Safety
When you buy a car, it’s easy to find safety information based on federal testing and
other reliable data. When you purchase an RV, there is no such system to provide you
with reliable information to compare the crash-worthiness or other safety features
of various makes and models. You’re on your own, which is why it’s so important to
investigate the other resources we’ve noted above. You can also check for any safetyrelated recalls that pertain to a used vehicle you’re considering.
The only RVs subject to federal crash testing
are Class B motorhomes, because they
are built on automobile chassis. Class A
motorhomes are built on either commercial or
bus chassis, which also have to meet certain
federal safety standards, but everything above
the chassis is entirely untested. Travel trailers
and motorhomes are generally constructed of
thin, lightweight materials that can be badly
damaged in an accident.

The majority of accidents involving recreational vehicles occur because of excessive
speed or overloading, which makes the vehicle too heavy to handle properly and too
slow to stop. An overweight travel trailer can put undue strain on your tow rig, causing
the same driving problems (not to mention mechanical stress on your vehicle). This is
why it’s important to consider weight when evaluating potential RVs for purchase.
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Chapter 3

New or Used?

Naturally, there are pros and cons, whether you choose to buy a new RV or a used
one.
Buying a used RV can be a good choice for first-time buyers:
• RVs typically depreciate 20% right away and about a third over the first three
years, so prices of not-very-old units can be substantially lower. You get more
for your money, and when you’re ready to move up, your RV will have retained
much of its value to trade in or sell. That makes it a good overall investment.
• New RVs almost always have minor problems that can take a year or two to
get sorted out and fixed. Buying used avoids that expense and hassle.
• Registration, licensing, and insurance are generally cheaper for used RVs.
Look for a vehicle that has at least 10,000 miles
on it, to be sure the kinks have been worked out
and to make it less likely you’re buying someone
else’s lemon or an RV that has spent most of its
life sitting — something that is not good for any
vehicle.
You can consult the NADA Guides for RVs (the
book dealers and lenders use) to estimate the
value of a used RV, or check Kelly Blue Book’s
Motorhome or Travel Trailer Guides, or the Travel
Trailer Guide (used travel trailers only).
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You may get a better price from a private party. First-time RV buyers often discover
after a couple of years that they picked the wrong model or floorplan, and they want
to make a change. That can benefit you, but keep this common mistake in mind as
you shop.

The downside to buying a used RV
is that it comes “as is.”
• Very limited or no warranty.
• It may need mechanical or physical repairs you can’t see — common
problems include water leakage via roof or windows, and plumbing
problems from burst pipes. This is why you should try to learn about
the vehicle’s history and have it inspected by a professional RV
mechanic.
• You probably won’t find a used RV with exactly the floorplan and
amenities you want (though you may be able to change or add your
own amenities).
• It may show signs of wear and tear inside and/or out.
• Older motorhomes may be less fuel-efficient.
Choosing a brand new RV means you don’t have to wonder where it has been or how
it has been treated. You can look for a new RV already on a dealer’s lot that closely
approximates your ideal configuration, or you can order precisely the floorplan,
features, and amenities you want, right down to the furnishings and colors — custombuilt, just for you. And all new RVs come with that special “new RV smell.”
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Chapter 4

Where to Find RVs for Sale

So now you have decided which RV style, size, and configuration (and maybe even
manufacturer) is right for you. You know whether you want a new or used RV. It’s time
to go shopping in earnest. You’ll find plenty of places to do that, both on the ground
and online.
• RV shows are excellent marketplaces for shopping, and sometimes you can
get a great purchasing deal right on the spot. Nonetheless, this isn’t the best
place to buy unless you know exactly what you want and can stick to your
plan, because it’s a high-pressure environment.
• Dealerships sell both new and used RVs. Before you buy from a dealer,
check out their reputation, especially the service department. You want the
best possible price, but you will also have to rely on them after the sale for
maintenance and repairs.
• Ask around at RV parks in your area, or contact local RV clubs. You can pick
up some extra tips and suggestions from these experienced RVers, too.
• Look on Craigslist, eBay and DieselPushers.us.

There are several websites where you can
search online for new or used RVs by make,
model, and other criteria:
CampingWorld.com
RVT.com
Rvtrader.com
RVUSA.com
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Chapter 5

Getting the
Best Financing

Do not go shopping for your RV until you have your loan approval in hand. This
will save you time and give you far more bargaining power. Where can you find
financing? Banks and credit unions, and online sources such as the Good Sam Club
and Diversified RV Financing are potential options for you. The Recreational Vehicle
Industry Association website has a list of RV financing companies.
RVs are usually financed for 10-15
years. It is more difficult to qualify
for an RV loan than a car loan,
because an RV is considered a
luxury item. If you’re buying new,
plan to put at least 20% down, to
account for first-year depreciation.
Otherwise, you will be quickly
upside-down financially, owing
more than your RV is worth.
Some lenders are hesitant to make loans to full-time RVers because you’ll be on the
move, with their collateral, but the Good Sam Finance Center and other companies
do make loans to full-timers.
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Chapter 6

Getting the Best Price

When you’re buying a car, you can easily find information about dealer cost and other
details that aid in negotiating the lowest possible purchase price. Not so with RVs. You
can safely assume a dealer’s asking price includes a significant margin, but it’s difficult
to know how much wiggle room exists.
Some industry experts suggest you assume the margin is 10%-15% on lower-priced
vehicles, 18%-25% on RVs in the $100,000 range, and as much as 35% for higherpriced units. Others say the discount on motorhomes is about 30%.
If you’re buying used, the NADA
Consumer Recreational Vehicle
Appraisal Guide is your source
to look up estimated market
value. This will help whether
you’re buying from a dealer or a
private party. Always ask about
a used RV’s accident history and
maintenance records, and have
it inspected – any problems
uncovered could put you in a
stronger negotiating position (or
tell you to walk away).
Your biggest bargaining chip is all of the preparation you have done -- knowing what
you want in the way of make, model, and amenities, as well as being pre-approved to
buy. At a dealership, negotiate solely on total purchase price, not monthly payment or
other financial distractions. Dealers mark up options, so these are additional bargaining
points.
You may also find lower prices in the fall and winter. It’s a slower sales time for dealers,
and owners looking to upgrade next summer would rather sell now and avoid the costs
of winterizing, and storage.
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Chapter 7

Registration
and Insurance

One question RV enthusiasts often ask is, “What state is best for registering my RV?”
While this may seem like a strange question to a first-time RV buyer, there are statespecific tax considerations that could significantly affect your initial and ongoing RV
expenses.
Most states have a sales tax, which quickly boosts the purchase price. You’ll have to
register and license your RV. And in most states, you’ll have to pay personal property
taxes on it. These costs can vary substantially from state to state.
So what state is best? If you’ll be a full-time RVer, you can choose any state to be your
official domicile (residency). You’ll want to consider costs and convenience relating
to vehicle registration, renewing your driver’s license, voting, etc., but the taxation
angle has the greatest impact. Not surprisingly, veteran RVers have studied this issue
in depth. Opinions vary, but one group used these criteria to identify the best (as in
cheapest) states:
• No income tax – Alaska, Florida, Nevada, South Dakota, Texas, Washington,
and Wyoming. Technically, Tennessee and New Hampshire have no income
tax, but they do tax interest and dividends. And Alaska is a long drive just to
“tag up” with your official state of residence, which you will have to do yearly.
• Sales and property tax rates – sales tax in the remaining states ranges from
about 4% to almost 9%. However, in Washington or Florida, you would
also have to pay personal property tax on your RV, a car, and household
belongings.
That leaves Nevada, South Dakota, Texas, and Wyoming. Texas is so popular with fulltime RVers there is a very large group of owners called the Escapees RV Club, which
has even produced a “Become a Texan” manual available online. They say Texas is a
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winner because you can handle things like voting and vehicle registration renewals via
mail and schedule annual vehicle inspections at your own convenience.
Some RV owners choose to set up
a limited liability corporation (LLC)
in Montana, then use that business
entity to purchase and register their
RV. Montana has no sales tax, so your
LLC can purchase it in another state
and avoid paying the sales tax – a
considerable savings on an RV.
Montana also has low RV registration and licensing fees, and favorable personal
property tax laws. However, because an LLC is a business, some lenders may treat
your loan application differently, or even decline to work with you on your RV
purchase.
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Insurance
Companies like Explorer RV specialize in insuring recreational vehicles. Since travel
trailers and motorhomes are quite different from personal cars or trucks, you need
insurance coverage tailored to your type of RV and how you plan to use it. This is
because it is both a vehicle and a home.
Don’t just get a quote, talk to an RV
insurance expert about coverage options
and what to look for, so you and your
new RV will be properly protected down
the road. Ask specifically about the RV
models you’re considering and whether
buying new versus used could affect your
premium.
If your insurance doesn’t include roadside assistance and towing, strongly consider
joining the Good Sam Club’s program. They also offer extended warranties, which is
something else to consider.
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Conclusion
Of all the things you should do before purchasing an
RV, spending time inside to give it a dry run is the #1
consideration.

You’re going to live in it, at least for a while and perhaps permanently. Can you do that
comfortably and conveniently? Your goal is to have fun, so the more you can do to
eliminate potential annoyances (or more serious drawbacks), the happier you will be
with your RV choice.

We’ll see you down the road!
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Explorer RV offers specialty insurance coverage to meet the needs of RV enthusiasts
like you. We offer competitive insurance rates that fit your lifestyle.
Get a quick, no-obligation RV quote today.

Get an Online RV
InsuranceQuote
Get a quote by phone:

888-774-6778
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