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The home-improvement boom shows no signs of slowing. Half of 

homeowners recently polled by Houzz.com, a design and remodel-

ing site, say they plan to start or continue renovations at a median 

cost of $10,000. // We’ve highlighted 10 small projects—most of 

which won’t cost more than $10,000—that can increase your en-

joyment of your home in a big way. In most cases, you won’t recoup 

the full cost of the project when you sell, but it could help attract 

buyers when you put your home on the market. (For a list of home 

improvements with the highest payback, see the box on page 67.)

We found home improvements that won’t cost you a  

lot of time or money, but can add loads of enjoyment. 

BY PATRICIA MERTZ ESSWEIN
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Many of the projects come with kits 
and prefab components, so you can 
save money by doing the work your-
self. The retailers we mention all ship 
within the continental U.S., and ship-
ping can run from free to a few thou-
sand dollars. 

COOKING ALFRESCO 

  $7,350 to $14,200

If you love to grill and entertain out-
side, an outdoor kitchen may be just 
the ticket. 

The kitchen’s centerpiece is a gas 
grill, fueled by natural gas or propane, 
built into a weatherproof base. Other 
basic features include drawers for 
storage; a side burner for heating,  
sautéing or boiling; a compact refrig-
erator; and a roll-out or tilt-out trash 
bin. If you can locate the outdoor 
kitchen close to the indoor one, you 
can save money because you won’t 
have to install a sink.

A barbecue island is the least- 
expensive and easiest-to-install option, 
and it’s portable—a handy feature  
if you’re planning to move in a few 
years. For example, the BLAZE LTE BBQ 

ISLAND ($7,350 from www.bbqguys 
.com, with free shipping plus an op-
tional $299 fee for installation) comes 
with a four-burner gas grill, a side 
burner, a 24-inch refrigerator, and 
rustproof aluminum countertops  
and walls.

Or, by taking a modular approach—
mixing and matching lightweight 
bases with individual appliances or  
a package of appliances—you can cus-
tomize the size, layout and function-
ality of your kitchen to suit your needs 
and your budget. The modules, which 
can be joined together for a seamless 
look, may come with standard finishes 
such as tile countertops and stucco 
veneer, but you may be able to upgrade 
to granite countertops and a stone or 
brick veneer.

For easy assembly with a custom 
look, BBQ Guys sells modules that you 
can finish with any countertop and 

veneer material you like. For example, 
the DCS PACKAGE OF 10 APPLIANCES BY 

FISHER & PAYKEL ($14,200) includes an 
infrared sear burner and outdoor bev-
erage chiller, with bases and a rear 
overhang where you can serve food.

A FIRE FOR  
ALL SEASONS

  $149 to $3,995

A chill in the air doesn’t mean you 
have to take all activities indoors.  
You can extend your patio season  
with a fire pit. 

Portable fire pits come in a variety 
of materials, forms (such as bowls and 

tables) and styles, and you can burn 
wood or gas. You may be able to cook 
over a wood-burning fire pit, but some 
localities ban or restrict open wood 
fires. With propane or natural gas,  
you can turn the fire on or off with  
the twist of a knob and a lighter or the 
click of a remote. A gas fire is cleaner-
burning than wood, and you won’t 

have smoke blowing 
in your face, but it 
won’t produce as 
much heat or the sat-
isfying snap, crackle, 
pop of wood. 

Propane in a por-
table tank requires 
refilling and, depend-
ing on the design of 
the fire pit, can be 
unsightly. If you use 
propane or natural 
gas in your home, you 
can have a gas line to 
your fire pit profes-
sionally installed, 
providing a constant 
fuel source.

To burn gas, you’ll need a fire-pit gas 
burner. Burners cost from $80 to $665 
at www.ultimatepatio.com. A gas fire 
pit also needs lava rocks, glass beads, 
or ceramic or steel logs that break up 
and disperse the flame for a better vi-
sual effect. Look for inspiration and 
find dealers and installers at www 
.landscapingnetwork.com. For a sleek, F
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BACKYARD  
WATERFALL

  $500 to $8,400

Adding a pond or other water feature 
to your yard can be aesthetically 
pleasing to the eye and ear.

A pondless waterfall—a series of 
ledges over which the water cascades 
into a concealed reservoir covered in 
stone—requires a leak-proof liner and 
rocks and landscaping for a natural 
look, and it may require digging or re-
grading to create its path or slope. The 
steeper the drop, the noisier the fall-
ing water, so consider that when locat-
ing and designing the feature. A pond 
can be as simple as a small pool with  
a bubbler or a large, self-contained 
ecosystem complete with fish. Ponds 
require the most maintenance.

A fountain that uses an electric 
pump to recirculate water from a ba-
sin hidden underneath is the simplest 
water feature to install. You will need 
to replenish the water periodically  
as it evaporates, and you can run  
the fountain on a timer to conserve 
electricity.

You can buy a fountain or a kit for a 
waterfall or pond at a patio or garden 
retailer and install it 
yourself, or you can hire 
a landscape contractor to 
design and install it for 
you. BLUE THUMB (www 
.bluethumbponds.com), 
which manufactures and 
sells equipment, says that 
professional installation 
and materials for a foun-
tain typically cost $1,000 
to $8,000; a pondless  
waterfall costs $1,500 to 
$5,000, depending on the 
size and type of rocks; 
and a pond costs $2,500 
to $7,500 or more. Blue 
Thumb also sells foun-
tain kits online, from 
$500 for a bubbling gran-
ite sphere to $8,400 for 
three bubbling onyx col-

modern design, see 
the BLOCK FIRE PIT 
($1,700, by Ore Inc., 
sold by www.unique 
gardendecor.com).  
If you want radiant 
warmth from your 
gas fire, consider the 
Alpine series of hand-
forged STEEL LOGS FROM 

STEELOG ARTISTIC MET-

ALS ($1,097 to $3,995, 
depending on size, at 
www.steelog.com).

For do-it-yourselfers, a semi-perma-
nent wood-burning fire pit built from 
stackable, precast concrete blocks 
with a steel liner ring is an easy proj-
ect. HOME DEPOT FIRE-PIT KITS sell for as 
little as $149 (precast blocks) up to 
$960 (granite blocks). Fire-ring burn-
ers are extra ($30 to $100, depending 
on size).

umns. Its pondless waterfall kits  
sell for $550 to $2,800.

HE- OR SHE-SHED
  $2,100 to $19,235

Do you long to escape the hubbub  
of family life or your honey-do list  
so you can work, read, play music,  
do yoga or smoke a cigar in peace? 
Convert a shed (or buy one) to create 
your sanctuary.

First, a few caveats. In most of the 
U.S., outbuildings of less than 120 
square feet don’t require a permit to 
install or build. But some municipali-
ties restrict the size of outbuildings  
to 80 square feet, and others allow  
up to 200 square feet. If your “shed”  
is a fully functional tiny home where 
someone could live, it may be banned 
entirely. Be sure to locate your shed 
within the setbacks from property 
lines required by your city.

If you don’t have a shed you’d like  
to convert, you can buy a ready-made 
one from a local shed builder or a  
prefab kit from a home-improvement 
retailer. LOWE’S, for instance, sells kits 
for cottage-style sheds with windows 
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Project (size) Job cost
% recouped 

at sale

Garage Door Replacement (16' x 7') $3,470 98%

Manufactured Stone Veneer  
(exterior, 300 square feet)

$8,221 97%

Replacement Entry Door (steel) $1,471 91%

Deck Addition (16' x 20' in wood) $10,950 83%

Minor Kitchen Remodel (200 square feet,  
30 linear feet of cabinetry and countertops)

$21,198 81%

Siding Replacement (1,250 square feet) $15,072 77%

Window Replacement  
(ten, 3' x 5', double-hung in vinyl)

$15,955 74%

Universal Design Bathroom (5' x 7') $16,393 71%

Bathroom Remodel (5' x 7') $19,134 70%

Grand Entrance  
(fiberglass door)

$8,591 68%

RENOVATIONS THAT PAY OFF BIG

Short version: Costs are national averages. For more projects and details,  

see Remodeling magazine’s “2018 Cost Vs. Value Report” at www.remodeling 

.hw.net/cost-vs-value/2018.

STAY OUTDOORS EVEN 
IN CHILLY MONTHS 
WITH A FIRE PIT.

A FOUNTAIN IS THE 
SIMPLEST WATER 

FEATURE TO INSTALL.
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Doors finished in molded plastic 
(thermofoil) or laminate are the 
cheapest; wood veneer or solid wood 
are the most expensive. Simple door 
styles are popular, as are white-and-
gray color palettes, according to the 
National Kitchen and Bath Associa-
tion (NKBA). Get estimates from 
home-improvement retailers and  
from smaller kitchen remodelers.

Replacing counters, the sink and 
faucet and installing a tile backsplash 
can also freshen a kitchen. Quartz 
(about $50 to $100 per square foot) 
has overtaken granite (about $40  
to $60 per square foot) as the most-
sought-after countertop material,  
and white subway tile is a popular 
backsplash material, according to the 
NKBA. Add an undermounted, com-
mercial-grade stainless steel sink 

that’s deep 
enough to 
wash large 
items and in-
cludes as many 
bowls as you 
like, and finish 
with a chrome, 
polished nickel, 
brushed brass 

or gold faucet. This job 
could run from about 
$6,500 to $9,900.

SMART SHADES
  $830 to $10,000

Soon, walking over to your windows 
to raise or lower the shades or open 
the blinds will be as old-fashioned as 
walking over to the TV to change  
the channel, says Paul Kempler, of 
Kempler Design, in Reno, Nev. By  
adding motors and an automated  
(app-based) control system to new or 
existing blinds, you can program them 
to open or close on schedule or oper-
ate them with a remote, phone or  
tablet, as well as voice-controlled 
smart speakers such as Alexa and 
Google Home. Advantages include 
convenience, energy savings and im-
proved security when you’re away.

With the HUNTER DOUGLAS POWER-

VIEW system, for example, motoriza-
tion costs $300 to $450 over the  
cost of new shades or blinds. With  
a $10,000 budget, Kempler estimates 
that you could outfit three to 12  
windows, depending on the size of  
the windows and the options you 
choose. In new construction, the  
motors can be hardwired, but in  
a retrofit, they’re usually battery- 
powered. The number and type  
of batteries required depend on the 
size and weight of the shade, and  

AUTOMATED SHADES 
ARE CONVENIENT  

AND IMPROVE  
SECURITY WHEN 

YOU’RE AWAY.

include STEAMIST, THERMASOL and 
KOHLER. Check manufacturers’ web-
sites for authorized dealers and  
installers.

KITCHEN TUNE-UP 
  $6,500 to $11,000

When kitchen finishes start to look 
tired, it may be time for a face-lift.

If your cabinets are structurally 
sound but the door style is dated or  
the finish is worn, consider “refacing” 
your cabinets by replacing the doors, 
drawer fronts, hinges and handles, 
and applying matching veneer to the 
cabinet boxes. HomeAdvisor.com  
says refacing generally costs about  
half the price of replacing cabinets. 
For example, CABINETPAK in Seattle  
can reface a standard 10-by-10-foot,  
L-shaped or galley kitchen for $9,000 
to $11,000.

which quickly fills the 
shower enclosure via a 
steam head. Many sys-
tems offer add-ons for 
seating, special light-
ing, multiple shower 
heads, music and 
more. When you’re 
done, you can take  
a cooling shower in  
the same space.

You can buy a ready-
made, self-contained 
“pod” that you can  
put anywhere, such  
as near your fitness 
room, or a prefab  
enclosure kit designed 
to replace a tub or 
shower, at Home  
Depot or Lowe’s.  
One option is the 
STEAM PLANET DELUXE 

PLUS enclosure kit  
with generator 

($4,460 at Home Depot.com; instal-
lation is extra). 

Custom-built tiled steam showers 
are often installed as part of a bath-
room remodel because the shower 
enclosure must be rebuilt from the 
wood framing out for extra water-
proofing to avoid damage to your 
home. Plus, the shower ceiling 
should be reconstructed with a 
slope so that cooling water droplets 
will slide down and won’t fall on 
you when you’re nice and hot. Glass 
doors with a tilt-out transom at the 
top for ventilation complete the en-
closure. This job would probably 
run $10,000 to $15,000.

In a prefab or custom job, the 
steam generator, basically a large 
box, is generally hidden in nearby 
cabinets or a closet. Look for a gen-
erator, such as MR. STEAM, that in-
cludes an auto-flushing feature to 
eliminate any buildup of stagnant 
water. Mr. Steam’s basic residential 
generator starts at about $1,500, ac-
cording to Mosaic Tile, a Mr. Steam 
dealer in northern Virginia. Other 
manufacturers of steam generators  

for about $2,100 to $5,000, 
and installation can cost 
$3,000 to $4,000 more. 

To make the shed fully 
functional, you’ll want to 
add insulation, air-condi-
tioning and heating, ventila-
tion, and electrical outlets. 
From STUDIO SHED (www 
.studio-shed.com), you can 
buy a nearly turnkey solu-
tion; its 8-by-10-foot Pagoda 
model has a base price of 
$10,255 but costs $16,735 
with insulation, electrical 
outlets, finished floors and 
trim. Installation is extra. 
(On the website, use the “3D 
configurator” to design and 
price your shed.) Adding a 
ductless mini-split HVAC 
unit would cost about an  
extra $2,500. 

A PERSONAL SAUNA
  $4,000 to $15,500

A traditional sauna is a cedar-lined 
room heated by either a wood-burning 
or electric heater, usually with rocks 
that absorb and radiate the heat and 
produce steam when you throw water 
on them. Temperatures can reach 
more than 190 degrees. Wood-burning 
heaters can be controlled by managing 
the rate of burning; electric heaters 
have a temperature control and should 
have an automatic shut-off timer for 
safety. When designing or buying a 
sauna, think about how many people 
you want it to accommodate. Tradi-
tional saunas usually provide lower 
(cooler) and higher (warmer) benches.

If you want an old-school sauna for 
outdoor use, check out CHRISTENSEN 

SAUNAS, in Duluth (www.christensen 
saunas.com). The company builds sau-
nas in four sizes, outfitted with wood-
burning heaters, for $8,470 (for two to 
three adults) to $13,150 (for four or 
five adults or more).

Sauna manufacturer ALMOST HEAVEN 
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(https://almostheaven.com) sells kits 
for barrel-style outdoor saunas and 
compact indoor models, too. The kits 
provide all the necessary materials 
and instructions, with YouTube vid-
eos and customer service as backup. 
The company’s traditional saunas 
usually cost from $4,000 for a two-
person, indoor model in spruce with a 
small electric heater up to $15,500 for 
a six-person, cabin-style outdoor 
model in spruce with a wood heater. 
The company periodically runs spe-
cials, when it heavily discounts select 
models. Plus, Costco members can 
save a few thousand dollars on a lim-
ited supply sold there. 

GET STEAMED
  $4,460 to $15,000

A steam shower helps you relax with-
out using a lot of water: 20 minutes  
consumes just 2 gallons, compared 
with 50 gallons in a conventional 
shower.

With the push of a button, a steam 
generator converts the water to steam, 

LIVING

NEW COUNTERTOPS 
ARE ONE WAY TO  

GIVE YOUR KITCHEN  
A FACE-LIFT. 

A STEAM 
SHOWER USES 

 A FRACTION OF 
THE WATER OF A 
CONVENTIONAL 

SHOWER.
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Kempler says batteries typically  
last about a year. SOMFY (www.somfy 
.com) makes motors and control sys-
tems, and it outfits some models  
with rechargeable battery packs;  
one model, the Wirefree Solar Pack, 
uses solar power to recharge a  
lithium battery (about $150).

When shopping  
for motorized shades, 
Kempler suggests 
looking at manufac-
turers’ videos online 
so you can see the 
shades in operation 
and get a sense of  
how noisy they are.  
If you aren’t technically  
savvy, buy your system from  
a retailer that will provide in-
stallation as well as technical  
assistance.
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A FIREPLACE FOR 
ANYPLACE 

  $4,000 or more

A gel-fuel (alcohol-based) fireplace 
doesn’t require a chimney, flue, gas 
line or venting. HEARTHCABINET VENTLESS 

FIREPLACES (www.hearthcabinet 
.com) combine style, safety and 
convenience. The firebox in-

cludes insulated inner 
and outer walls of stain-
less steel, and it has a 
top-hinged door with 
steel mesh and a lock to 
keep anyone from acci-
dentally touching the 
flame. The unit burns a 
recyclable fuel cartridge 
that lasts for up to two-
and-a-half hours. The 
burning fuel imitates a 
wood fire, with large,  
orange flames that 
crackle. Burning pro-
duces a bit of warmth 
and negligible emis-
sions—mostly humidity.

HearthCabinet fire-
places come in various 

sizes and finishes and start at $4,000. 
Order online or visit a HearthCabinet 
dealer in California, New York, New 
Jersey or the District of Columbia.  
The gel cartridges come in packages  
of eight ($80 for unscented, $83 for 
scented, at www.smokelesslog.com). 

INDULGE YOUR INNER  
SOMMELIER

  $10,000 or more 

Is your wine cellar essen-
tially a case or two in the 
basement? You can install 
climate-controlled stor-
age that will show off your 
collection while keeping 
it at a perfect 55 degrees 
and 60% to 65% relative 
humidity. At VIGILANT INC. 
(www.vigilantinc.com), 
which crafts wine-cellar 
components, many clients 
opt for self-contained 
wine cabinets, starting  
at $12,850, that can be  
designed to fit into and 
blend with most any 
space. Installation runs 
from a few hundred dol-
lars to a few thousand.

You can build a small cellar for 
$10,000 by adapting a closet or a space 
under a stairway and installing a cool-
ing system, says Charlie Griffiths, Vig-
ilant’s owner. One of his clients built  
a 40-by-60-inch closet to hold 355 
wine bottles in a basement corner for 
$10,000, including a cooling system.

Design your storage using Vigilant’s 
DIY Wine Cellar Designer Tool (works 
on Windows and Android devices;  
Apple coming soon), or use the com-
pany’s complimentary design services. 
Clients who don’t want to build a cel-
lar themselves generally hire a local 
contractor, and in many areas, Vigi-
lant has representatives who will refer 
you to one. ■

CONTACT THE AUTHOR AT PESSWEIN@KIPLINGER.COM.

LIVING

TURN A CLOSET 
INTO A CLIMATE-
CONTROLLED 
WINE CELLAR.

 A GEL-FUELED 
FIREPLACE DOESN’T 
NEED VENTING AND 
CAN  GO ANYWHERE.


