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Closing: Buy the Right Rig Once

How this guide works: Every chapter answers one expensive question with real

numbers — average market costs, worked math, and comparison tables. Nothing here is

theory. The Travel Decoder's job is simple: make sure the reader never becomes the

cautionary tale at the campground.
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Introduction: The Most Expensive Camping Trip
in America

Every year, tens of thousands of Americans walk into an RV dealership, fall in love with a
gleaming motorhome or a cozy travel trailer, and sign paperwork that commits them to a
decade or more of payments on a depreciating asset they don't fully understand. Many of

them will sell within three years — at a loss of BERLNRLIELGRLIN — because they

bought the wrong type, the wrong size, or the wrong deal.

The Travel Decoder has one goal with this guide: make sure that doesn't happen to
the reader.

This is not an anti-RV book. RVing is one of the best ways to travel — the freedom, the
cost savings versus hotels, the ability to bring the kitchen and the bed along. Done right,
an RV pays for itself in experiences. Done wrong, it's the most expensive camping trip in
America.

The difference between right and wrong is almost entirely information. The dealers know
it. Experienced RVers know it. First-time buyers don't — and the industry profits from that
gap. This guide closes it.

What "the $40,000 mistakes" actually are

They're not dramatic catastrophes. They're quiet, ordinary decisions:

* Buying a travel trailer too heavy for the truck (transmission: SR LloacH {08 1[0 88)
* Skipping a professional inspection on a used unit (hidden water damage:

$3,000-$15,000 |]

* Buying new and selling in year two (depreciation loss: BERE Lol BT 8o [0 88)
* Financing for 20 years at dealer-arranged rates (interest overpayment:

$8,000-$25,000 |]

* Discovering the "all-in" monthly cost is triple the payment (storage + insurance +
maintenance)

Every one of these is preventable. Every one is covered in this guide, with the math to
prove it.
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The core promise: Read this guide before signing anything, and the reader will know
more about the real cost and real risks of RV ownership than 90% of first-time buyers —
and more than some of the salespeople showing them around the lot.
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Chapter 1: The Five Types of RVs — Pick Wrong
and Pay for a Decade

The single most common first-timer mistake is falling in love with a floor plan before
understanding the category. Each RV type has a fundamentally different cost structure,
driving experience, and lifestyle fit. Picking the wrong category is a mistake that
compounds for years.

The five categories

o Typical new
What it is Best for

price range

Class A Bus-style, self- $100,000- Full-timers, luxury travel, no
Motorhome propelled, largest $500,000+ towing wanted
Class B Van chassis, $80,000- Solo/couples, stealth camping,
(Camper Van) compact, nimble $200,000 daily drivability
Class C Truck/van cab + $70,000- Families, first motorhome,
Motorhome overhang bunk $180,000 easier driving than Class A
. Tow-behind, Budget entry, keep your truck
Travel Trailer ) $15,000-$60,000 ] .
bumper hitch as daily driver
. Tow-behind, hitch in  $35,000- Long stays, residential feel,
Fifth Wheel :
truck bed $120,000 experienced towers

A sixth category — the toy hauler (garage for ATVs/motorcycles, built on travel-trailer or
fifth-wheel frames) — matters only if the reader hauls powersports gear. Otherwise, the
five above cover the market.

Motorized vs. towable: the real tradeoff

Factor Motorized (A/B/C) Towable (Trailer/5th Wheel)

Upfront cost Higher — engine + house in one
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Maintenance

At the
campsite

Breakdown
risk

Depreciation

Insurance

Two systems to maintain (chassis
+ house)

Need a towed car ("toad") for
errands

Engine trouble = homeless until
fixed

Steeper — drivetrain ages the
whole unit

Higher (motor vehicle + RV)

Lower — the house only; truck
separate

One system (house); truck maintained
separately

Unhitch and drive the truck freely

Truck trouble = still have the house

Gentler — no engine to age out

Lower (often an add-on to auto policy)

The Travel Decoder's rule of thumb: If the reader already owns a capable truck or

SUV, a towable is almost always the smarter first RV — lower entry cost, lower

insurance, and the tow vehicle doubles as daily transportation. If they own nothing to

tow with, the math changes: price a truck + trailer against a Class C before deciding.

Size: bigger is not better for beginners

Dealers upsell length. Longer units mean higher prices, higher margins, and — critically

— harder driving, harder parking, and more campgrounds that can't fit them. A 35-foot

fifth wheel locks the owner out of a meaningful share of state and national park

campgrounds (many cap at 27-30 feet).

First-timer sizing guidance: For a first RV, shorter is smarter. Travel trailers in the 20-

26 foot range and Class Cs under 28 feet hit the sweet spot: enough living space for a

couple or small family, towable/drivable by a normal person, and welcome at the vast

majority of campgrounds. The reader can always go bigger on rig number two — after

they know what they actually need.
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Which type is right for this buyer? — Decision worksheet

. RV Type Decision Worksheet

Answer honestly. The pattern of answers points to the right category.

Question Your answer

Do you already own a truck or full-size SUV capable of towing? Yes / No

How many people need to sleep comfortably?

Weekend trips, long trips, or full-time living?

Can you store a 25+ foot unit at home (HOA/city rules checked)? Yes / No / Unsure
Comfortable driving or towing something 25+ feet long? Yes / Learning / No
$

Total budget including first-year costs (not just purchase)?

Scoring: Own a capable truck + budget under $50k + weekends - travel trailer. No
tow vehicle + want simplicity —» Class C. Full-time dream + big budget — fifth wheel
or Class A. Solo/couple + nimble travel - Class B. The worksheet doesn't decide for
the reader — but it prevents the most common error: shopping floor plans before
answering these six questions.
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Chapter 2: New vs. Used — The Depreciation CIiff

RVs depreciate like cars that also happen to be houses — which is to say, brutally.
Understanding the depreciation curve is the difference between a smart purchase and a
$20,000 lesson.

The depreciation curve

Typical value retained What this means on a $60,000 new trailer
New (lot) 100% $60,000
Year 1 75-80% $45,000-$48,000 (—$12,000 to —$15,000)
Year 3 55-65% $33,000-$39,000
Year 5 40-50% $24,000-$30,000
Year 10 20-30% $12,000-$18,000

These are average market ranges. Premium brands (Airstream, for example) hold value
better; budget brands fall faster. Motorhomes depreciate harder than towables because
the drivetrain ages.

( )

t= The Year-Two Seller Math

===

Buyer pays $60,000 for a new travel trailer, finances at 8% for 15 years.

o After 2 years of payments (~$9,600 paid), loan balance is roughly $56,000
* Unit's market value at year 2: roughly $40,000
* Underwater by: $16,000 — before any selling costs

This is the single most common financial trap in RVing: the buyer who discovers in year

two that the lifestyle isn't for them, and learns the exit costs $16,000. The used buyer
who purchased that same unit at $40,000 can sell it a year later for $36,000 —
a $4,000 lesson instead of a $16,000 one.
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When new makes sense

New isn't always wrong. It makes sense when:

* The buyer plans to keep the unit 10+ years (depreciation becomes irrelevant)

* They want a full factory warranty and the peace of mind it brings

* The exact floor plan they need isn't available used in their market

* They're full-timing and the RV is their primary residence (reliability premium is

rational)

When used wins

For most first-time buyers, a 2-4 year old used unit is the sweet spot: the steepest

depreciation is behind it, modern features and construction are present, and any factory

defects have usually surfaced (and been fixed) under the original warranty.

The used-unit non-negotiable: Never buy used without an independent inspection
(Chapter 6). A $300-$500 inspection on a $30,000 purchase is the highest-ROl money in
this entire guide. Water damage alone can hide $3,000-$15,000 in repairs behind a

fresh coat of sealant.

Where to buy used

Source

Dealer (used
lot)

Private seller

Consignment

RV shows /
expos

Pros Cons
Some reconditioning, possible Higher prices, sales pressure,
short warranty, financing help "certified" means less than it sounds

Lower prices, honest usage history, No warranty, no financing help, must
room to negotiate arrange own inspection

Dealer handles paperwork, .
, Dealer markup on top of seller's price
motivated sellers

High-pressure environment, "show

Compare many units side by side o )
pricing" urgency tactics
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Chapter 3: The True Cost of Ownership (It's Not
the Payment)

Ask a first-time buyer what their RV will cost per month and they'll quote the loan
payment. The real number — the one that determines whether RVing is affordable — is
typically 1.5% to 2.5x% the payment. This chapter builds the full picture.

The seven cost layers

Typical annual

Cost layer
range

1. Loan payment $3,600-$12,000 The only number most buyers calculate

Motorhomes cost more; towables often ride on
2. Insurance $800-$2,500 ,

auto policy

$0 if it fits at home (check HOA rules); covered
3. Storage $600-$3,600

storage costs more
4. Maintenance & Budget 1-2% of unit value annually; more as it

. $1,000-$3,000

repairs ages

30-$80/night; 30-50 nights/year typical for
5. Campground fees  $1,500-$6,000 Bl S ghts/year typ

weekenders
6. Fuel (towing/ )
. $800-%$2,500 Towing roughly halves normal MPG
driving)
L The silent cost — real money lost even with no
7. Depreciation $2,000-$8,000

cash outlay
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Worked Example: $35,000 Used Travel Trailer, Weekender

(i

* Loan payment ($28,000 financed, 8%, 10 yr): $4,080/yr
* Insurance (add-on to auto): $600/yr

» Storage (uncovered lot): $1,200/yr

* Maintenance (1.5% of value): $525/yr

e Campgrounds (35 nights x $45 avg): $1,575/yr

* Extra fuel for towing: $900/yr

* Depreciation (~8%/yr on $35k): $2,800/yr

Total true cost: ~$11,680/year, or $973/month. The loan payment alone was $340/
month. The buyer who budgeted $340 is actually spending nearly triple that. This is the
math that ends RV dreams — and it's the math this guide insists on doing before
buying.

The storage trap

Storage deserves special attention because it's the cost buyers most often discover after
purchase. Many HOAs prohibit RV parking. Many cities have ordinances against it.
Apartment and condo dwellers have no option at all. Before buying, the reader should
price storage in their zip code and add it to the worksheet — uncovered ($50-
$150/mo), covered ($100-$250/mo), indoor ($200-$400/mo).

Maintenance reality

RVs are houses that experience earthquakes every time they move. Seals crack, screws
back out, plumbing fittings loosen. Annual maintenance isn't optional — it's the price of
preventing the $5,000 roof repair. Budget items include: roof resealing ($200-$400/yr in
materials if DIY), tire replacement every 5-7 years regardless of tread ($600-$1,200 for a
trailer), bearing repacks, appliance servicing, and winterization ($100-$200 DIY, $250-
$400 dealer).

DIY vs. dealer service: RV dealer service departments charge $130-$180/hour in most
markets, with multi-week backlogs in spring. Learning basic maintenance (roof
inspection, sealant touch-ups, winterization) saves $500-$1,500/year and eliminates the
most common breakdown causes. YouTube is the free trade school here.
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Chapter 4: Tow Math — The Chapter That Saves
Transmissions

If the reader takes one chapter to heart, make it this one. Mismatched tow vehicle and
trailer is the most mechanically destructive mistake in RVing — and the most common,
because dealers will happily sell a trailer to someone whose truck can't safely pull it.

The four numbers that matter

a GVWR (Gross Vehicle Weight Rating) — the maximum the loaded trailer can
weigh. Found on the trailer's VIN sticker. This is the number to plan around, not the
dry/unloaded weight.

a Tow capacity — the maximum the truck/SUV can pull. Found in the owner's manual
or door jamb. Varies enormously by engine, axle ratio, and cab configuration — the
same model truck can differ by 4,000+ Ibs.

e Payload capacity — the maximum the truck itself can carry (passengers + cargo
+ tongue weight). This is the number that actually limits most setups, and the one
buyers ignore.

0 Tongue weight — the downward force the trailer puts on the hitch, typically 10-
15% of loaded trailer weight. It counts against the truck's payload, not just its tow
rating.
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£ Worked Example: The Payload Trap

Truck: half-ton pickup, tow rating 9,000 Ibs, payload 1,500 Ibs.
Trailer: GVWR 7,500 Ibs — "well under my 9,000-Ib tow rating!"

» Tongue weight (12% of 7,500): 900 lbs

* Driver + passenger + gear in truck: 450 lbs

 Total payload used: 1,350 Ibs of 1,500 available

* Remaining margin: 150 lbs — one more passenger or a full cooler puts the truck
over its rating

The tow rating said "fine." The payload math says "barely, and only if you pack light."
This is why experienced towers plan around payload, not tow capacity. The
Travel Decoder's rule: keep at least 15-20% margin under every rating, not just under
the biggest one.

The 80% rule

Never tow at 100% of any rating. The 80% rule — keep loaded trailer weight under 80%
of tow capacity, and total payload under 80% of payload rating — accounts for the things
the stickers don't: mountain grades, headwinds, emergency stops, and the extra gear
that always accumulates. A setup at 95% of capacity on flat ground in calm air becomes
a dangerous setup on a 6% grade in a crosswind.

Tow vehicle guidance

Minimum sensible tow

Trailer GVWR

vehicle

o Pop-ups, teardrops, small single-axle
Under 3,500 Ibs  Midsize SUV / small truck trail
railers

3,500-6,000 Ibs  Half-ton truck or full-size SUV Most popular travel trailer range

Half-ton (well-equipped) or 3/4- Check payload carefully — this is the tra
6,000-9,000 lbs o ( quipped) 4 one — U 2
z

9,000-14,000

Ib 3/4-ton or 1-ton truck Large trailers, most fifth wheels
s
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14,000+ Ibs 1-ton dually Large fifth wheels, toy haulers

The dealer's incentive problem: The salesperson's commission depends on selling
the trailer, not on whether the buyer's truck can pull it. "Oh, your half-ton will handle
that no problem" is something buyers hear regularly about trailers that will destroy that
truck's transmission within two seasons. Do the math independently. Trust the
door-jamb sticker, not the salesperson.

Hitch and sway control

For bumper-pull trailers over ~5,000 Ibs, a weight-distribution hitch with integrated
sway control ($400-$900) is not optional equipment — it's safety equipment. Sway-
induced accidents are the most common serious towing incident, and they're largely
preventable with proper hitch setup. Fifth wheels are inherently more stable (hitch over
the rear axle) but require the in-bed hitch ($800-$2,000 installed) and a truck with an
open bed.
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Chapter 5: RV Dealer Tricks — The Sales-Side
Playbook, Decoded

The Travel Decoder's publisher has spent years on the sales side of the automotive world.
RV dealerships run many of the same plays — with higher stakes and less buyer
protection. This chapter names them.

A note on tone: most RV salespeople are decent people working a commission job. The
tricks below are structural — built into the business model — not personal. Knowing them
isn't about distrust; it's about negotiating from equal information.

Trick 1: The inflated MSRP discount

RV MSRPs are widely understood in the industry to be inflated 25-40% above realistic
selling prices. The "huge discount" — $15,000 off MSRP! — often just brings the price to
market level. The real negotiation starts after the advertised discount.

The counter: Research actual selling prices (not MSRP) for the exact model on RV
Trader, Facebook Marketplace, and dealer websites in a 500-mile radius before walking
in. The buyer who knows the real market price can't be impressed by a fake discount.

Trick 2: The monthly-payment shell game

"What monthly payment are you comfortable with?" This question exists to shift focus
from total price to monthly payment — because the payment can be lowered by
stretching the term, not by lowering the price. A $45,000 trailer at 8% for 10 years is
$546/month. For 20 years, it's $376/month — and the buyer pays roughly

CPEFOLLNTTI- in interest.

Loan term Monthly payment ($45k @ 8%) Total interest paid
10 years $546 $20,520
15 years $430 $32,400
20 years $376 $45,240
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The counter: Negotiate the out-the-door price first, in writing, before discussing
payments, trade-ins, or financing. "I'll talk payments after we agree on price" is a
complete sentence.

Trick 3: The finance office markup

Dealer-arranged financing typically includes a rate markup — the dealer quotes 9.5%
when the lender approved 7.5%, pocketing the difference. On RV loans (large balances,
long terms), a 2-point markup costs the buyer thousands.

The counter: Get pre-approved by a bank or credit union before visiting the dealer.
Then let the dealer try to beat it. Competing against a real number forces honest pricing.
Credit unions consistently offer the best RV rates.

Trick 4: The extended warranty hard sell

RV extended warranties ($2,000-$5,000+) are among the highest-margin products in the
dealership. They're sold with fear — "one slide-out repair pays for the whole thing!" — but
the fine print excludes the most common failures (seals, caulking, delamination, normal
wear) and requires dealer servicing at inflated rates.

The counter: Price the warranty against the maintenance budget in Chapter 3. For most
buyers, banking the $3,000 and self-insuring wins. If the buyer wants coverage, third-
party RV warranties purchased independently (not at the finance desk, under pressure)
cost less for the same terms.

Trick 5: "Prep," "doc," and phantom fees

RV dealers add fees the car world would recognize: prep fees ($500-$1,500), doc fees
($200-$800), "PDI" (pre-delivery inspection) charges for work the manufacturer already
requires. Some are negotiable; all should be questioned.

The counter: Ask for the out-the-door number with every fee itemized, in writing,
before agreeing to anything. Then negotiate the total, not individual line items — it
prevents the shell game where one fee drops and another appears.
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Trick 6: The trade-in lowball + new-unit overallowance

"We'll give you $8,000 more than your trade is worth!" — by adding $8,000 to the new
unit's price. Trade-in values and purchase prices are two separate negotiations wearing
one trench coat.

The counter: Get independent trade-in/wholesale values (NADA RV guides, comparable
listings) before the visit. Negotiate the new unit's price first, then introduce the trade. Or
sell privately — the spread between trade-in and private-party value on RVs is often
$3,000-$8,000.
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Chapter 6: The Inspection — Water Is the Enemy

Every other chapter in this guide is about money. This one is about physics. Water
intrusion is the number-one killer of RVs, and it's invisible to the untrained eye until the
repair bill arrives.

Why water wins

An RV is a box full of seams — roof edges, window frames, slide-out gaskets, plumbing
penetrations — traveling down the highway at 65 mph in rain, then baking in the sun.
Every seam is a future leak. Water doesn't announce itself; it wicks into wall panels, rots
the wooden framing, and feeds mold for months before any visible sign appears. By the
time the buyer sees a soft spot in the floor or a stain on the ceiling, the damage is

The professional inspection

A certified RV inspector ($300-$500) examines 100+ points: roof membrane condition, all
sealant joints, moisture-meter readings inside every wall, appliance function under load,
electrical systems, propane systems, frame and undercarriage, tire age (not just tread),
and slide-out operation. Organizations like the NRVIA (National RV Inspectors Association)
certify inspectors with standardized training.

Non-negotiable rule: No used RV purchase without an independent inspection. Not the
dealer's inspection. Not the seller's buddy. An independent, certified inspector paid by
the buyer, working for the buyer. This $400 average cost has the highest return of any
money spent in the RV buying process.

What the buyer can check themselves

Even with a professional inspection scheduled, the buyer should walk every unit with
eyes open:

OO0 Press firmly on all interior walls, especially around windows and in corners — soft
spots mean water damage
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Sniff for musty/mildew odors inside cabinets and storage bays
Inspect the roof: cracked or peeling sealant, ponding areas, patched spots

Check tire DOT date codes (four-digit week/year) — replace at 5-7 years regardless of
tread

[0 Run every appliance: A/C, furnace, water heater (both gas and electric), refrigerator
(both modes), stove, microwave

Fill the fresh tank and run water through every faucet; check underneath for drips
Extend and retract all slide-outs fully; listen for grinding, watch for uneven movement
Test all lights, outlets, and the converter/charger; check the battery date

Look underneath: rust on the frame, bent axles, damaged underbelly material

O o o o O

Ask for maintenance records — a documented roof reseal history is gold

How to read a used listing like a dealer

Private-party and dealer listings use a coded language. Here's the translation guide:

What the listing
says

What to do

What it usually means

"Priced to sell!" / Seller is motivated — or the unit has Inspect extra carefully;

"Must go!"

"Everything works!"

"Lightweight! Half-
ton towable!"

"No lowballers, |
know what | have"

"Selling for a friend /
family member"

No interior photos

issues scaring other buyers

Everything worked last time they
checked (maybe years ago)

Check the actual GVWR — "lightweight"

is marketing, not math

Overpriced; seller is emotionally
attached to the number

Possible title complications; seller may

not know the unit's history

Hiding condition — always

motivation is leverage

Test every system yourself
during inspection

Run Chapter 4's tow math
on the sticker numbers

Bring comparable listings;
be ready to walk

Verify title chain; ask why
the owner isn't selling it
themselves

Request photos or skip the
listing
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Genuine plus — but check the DOT date

"New tires!" anyway; "new" sometimes means "new Verify date codes in person
to this RV"

"Roof recently Excellent sign — or covering up past Ask for receipts; still

resealed" damage moisture-meter the walls

The listing-speed rule: Good used RVs at fair prices sell in days, not weeks. Set alerts
on RV Trader and Facebook Marketplace for the target models. When the right unit
appears, move fast — but never skip the inspection. Speed in deciding, patience in
verifying.

Red flags that mean "walk away"

Red flag Why it's fatal

Delamination (bubbled/wavy Water has destroyed the wall lamination; repair often
exterior walls) exceeds unit value
Soft floor sections Subfloor rot; requires tearing up the interior to fix

. Masking mold or smoke — ask what's underneath the
Strong air freshener throughout ;
scen

) Seller language for "I know what's wrong and I'm not
"Just needs a little TLC" fixing it"
Xing i

No title in seller's name Title jumping; possible lien or legal trouble

o ) The market is efficient — the discount is pricing in a
Significantly below market price
problem
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Chapter 7: Negotiating the Deal

RV negotiation follows the same principles as any large purchase, with RV-specific

leverage points. The buyer who has done the homework in Chapters 1-6 negotiates from

strength.

The negotiation sequence

Know the market price before contact. RV Trader, Facebook Marketplace, and
dealer sites within 500 miles. Write down the three closest comparable asking
prices.

Contact multiple dealers for the same or equivalent unit. Email works better than
phone — it creates a paper trail and removes time pressure.

Negotiate price first, out-the-door, in writing. No trade-in discussion, no financing
discussion, no warranty discussion until the price is settled.

Introduce the trade-in separately (if any), with independent values in hand.
Present outside financing and invite the dealer to beat it.

Decline add-ons in the finance office — warranties, paint protection, tire
coverage. Every one is negotiable later, independently, for less.

Read everything before signing. Verify the numbers match what was agreed.
The finance office is where agreed prices quietly change.

Timing leverage

Timing factor Why it helps the buyer

Fall / winter
purchase

Dealers clear inventory before new model year; slowest sales months

End of month Salesperson and manager quotas create flexibility

"Show pricing" often extends a week after; unsold show units need

RV show follow-up

homes
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Identical to current year in most cases; dealers pay floorplan interest

Last year's model o
on aging inventory

The walk-away: The single most powerful negotiation tool is the willingness to leave. "I
need to think about it" — then actually leaving — produces more callbacks with better
numbers than any haggling technique. Desperation is visible; patience is profitable.
There is always another unit.

Email negotiation scripts

Email beats the showroom for one reason: no time pressure. These scripts are ready to
copy, paste, and customize.

%, Script 1: The opening inquiry (send to 3-5 dealers)
Subject: Out-the-door price — [Year Make Model]

"Hello — I'm shopping for a [year, make, model, floor plan]. I'm contacting several
dealers and will buy from whoever gives me the best out-the-door price this week.
Please reply with your best out-the-door number, itemized including all fees, for stock
#[___ ] or equivalent. I'm pre-approved and ready to move for the right price. Thank
you."

Why it works: It announces competition, demands the real number (not MSRP-minus-
theater), and signals a serious buyer — the three things that produce actual quotes
instead of "come on in and we'll talk."

%, Script 2: The competing offer (after receiving 2+ quotes)
Subject: Re: Out-the-door price — [Year Make Model]

"Thanks for the quote of $[X] out the door. Another dealer is at $[Y]. If you can beat it
by $500, I'll put down a deposit today. Can you do $[Y minus 500]?"

Why it works: It's specific, it's actionable, and it gives the salesperson something to
take to the manager. Vague haggling ("can you do better?") gets vague answers. A
concrete number gets a yes or no.
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%, Script 3: The fee challenge (when the out-the-door number has junk
fees)

"I see $[amount] in prep/doc/PDI fees. I'm comparing out-the-door totals, so fees are
just part of the price to me — but I'd like to understand what the prep fee covers that
the manufacturer doesn't already require. If these are fixed, please reduce the unit price
by the same amount so we can get to $[target] out the door."

Why it works: It reframes fees as negotiable price (which they are) without getting
bogged down in line-item arguments the finance office is trained to win.
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Chapter 8: Weekend Warrior vs. Full-Timer — The
Lifestyle Math

Many first-time buyers purchase for weekend use but fantasize about full-timing — or
vice versa. The two lifestyles have radically different cost profiles and equipment needs.
Buying for the wrong one is expensive.

Weekend warrior profile

* Usage: 30-50 nights/year, mostly within 300 miles of home

* |deal rig: smaller travel trailer or Class C — easy to store, easy to tow/drive, lower
carrying costs

» Key costs: storage, insurance, maintenance on a unit that sits 300+ days/year

* The sitting-unit problem: RVs deteriorate from disuse — seals dry, batteries die,
tires age out. Budget maintenance as if it were used more.

Full-timer profile

* Usage: 300+ nights/year; the RV is the primary residence

* |deal rig: larger fifth wheel or Class A — residential comfort matters when it's home

* Key costs: campground fees ($500-$1,200/month for monthly sites), fuel for
frequent moves, higher maintenance from constant use

* The domicile question: full-timers need a legal domicile state (Texas, Florida, and
South Dakota are popular for tax and registration reasons) — this affects insurance,
voting, and vehicle registration

The Travel Decoder « thedecodernetwork.com « © 2026 Page 24



EZ Lifestyle Cost Comparison (Annual)

Cost Weekend Warrior Full-Timer
Rig (amortized) $4,000 $6,000
Insurance $900 $1,800
Storage $1,800 $0
Campground fees $1,800 $9,600
Fuel $1,200 $3,600
Maintenance $800 $2,400
Total $10,500 $23,400

Full-timing isn't automatically cheaper than renting — but compared to a $1,800/month
apartment ($21,600/year) plus the freedom dividend, the math works for many. The
weekender's $10,500 buys 40 nights of travel — roughly $260/night all-in, which still
beats most hotel vacations for a family.

The honest advice: Buy for the lifestyle you'll actually live 90% of the time, not the

fantasy. The weekender who buys a 40-foot fifth wheel "in case we full-time someday"
pays full-timer carrying costs for weekender usage. Start with the rig that fits real life;
upgrade if life changes.
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Chapter 8B: The First 90 Days of Ownership

The deal is signed. The rig is home. Now the phase begins where most new owners either
fall in love with RVing or start the countdown to selling. The difference is what happens in
the first 90 days.

Days 1-30: Shakedown

« Camp in the driveway first. One full night — cooking, showering, sleeping,
running the furnace or A/C. Every unfamiliar noise, every confusing switch, every
missing item surfaces where the house is 30 feet away, not 300 miles.

* Take a short trip (under 100 miles). A nearby state park for one weekend.
Practice backing in, leveling, hookups, and teardown with low stakes.

» Start the fix list. Every RV — new or used — has a shakedown list: a cabinet latch
that won't catch, a seal that needs attention, a light that flickers. Write everything
down. Fix in batches.

* Weigh the loaded rig. CAT scales at truck stops ($12-$15). Compare actual
loaded weight to the GVWR and the tow math from Chapter 4. Adjust loading if
needed.

Days 31-60: Systems mastery

* Learn the roof. Climb up (safely), inspect every seam and sealant joint. This 30-
minute habit, done twice a year, prevents the $5,000 repair.

* Practice the unglamorous skills: dumping tanks cleanly, winterization prep
(even if months away — know the process before needing it), tire pressure checks
before every trip.

* Build the onboard toolkit: sealant + caulking gun, basic hand tools, fuses, spare
tire (checked and inflated), leveling blocks, wheel chocks, water pressure regulator,
surge protector ($80-$300 — cheap insurance for the electrical system).

Days 61-90: The rhythm

» Establish the pre-trip checklist (tires, hitch, lights, slides in, antenna down,
compartments latched) and the setup/teardown routine. Laminate it. Keep it in the

rig.
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* Review the true-cost worksheet from the printables section against actual
spending. Adjust the budget with real data.

* Join the community: brand-specific owner forums and Facebook groups are the
fastest free education in RVing — every problem the reader encounters has been
solved and documented by someone with the same rig.

The 90-day verdict: Owners who do the shakedown methodically almost universally
keep their rigs and love the lifestyle. Owners who skip it — maiden voyage is a 600-mile
trip, nothing checked, nothing learned — generate a large share of the "we're selling
after one season" listings. The rig is the same. The first 90 days are the difference.
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Chapter 9: The 10 Most Expensive First-Timer
Mistakes

The countdown. Every mistake below has a real dollar figure attached — and every one is

covered in detail in the preceding chapters.

( )
& #10: Buying Too Much Rig ($5,000+ in extra carrying costs)
Oversized for actual use means oversized insurance, storage, fuel, and campground
fees — every year, for years. Buy for real life, not the fantasy.
\ J
( )
& #9: Ignoring Payload for Tow Rating ($3,000-$10,000
transmission)
The tow rating said fine. The payload math said otherwise. Chapter 4's 80% rule exists
because transmissions don't care about the brochure.
. J
( )
& #8: Skipping the Weight-Distribution Hitch ($400-$900 vs. a
wrecked rig)
Sway accidents are the most common serious towing incident and largely preventable.
The hitch isn't an accessory — it's safety equipment.
. J
4 )
& #7: Financing for 20 Years ($8,000-$25,000 in extra interest)
The low monthly payment is a trap. Every extra five years of term costs roughly $6,000-
$12,000 in interest on a typical RV loan. Shorter term, same rig.
. J
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& #6: Dealer Financing Without Competing It ($2,000-$8,000 rate
markup)

The finance office markup is invisible and enormous. A pre-approval from a credit union
turns the dealer's "great rate" into a negotiation.

J
)
& #5: The Extended Warranty Impulse ($2,000-$5,000 for
exclusions)
Bought under pressure in the finance office, covering everything except what actually
breaks. Self-insure or buy independently — never at the desk.
J
)
& #4: No Independent Inspection ($3,000-$15,000 hidden damage)
Water damage, frame issues, appliance failures — all invisible until the $400 inspector
finds them. The highest-ROI $400 in RVing.
J
)

& #3: Wrong RV Category ($10,000-$25,000 to switch)

The travel trailer that should have been a Class C. The motorhome that should have
been a fifth wheel. Selling and rebuying within two years is the most expensive
education in RVing.

& #2: Buying New, Selling in Year Two ($15,000-$40,000
depreciation)

The depreciation cliff doesn't care about intentions. Unless the plan is 10+ years of
ownership, the 2-4-year-old used unit is the smart money.
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& #1: Not Doing the True-Cost Math ($10,000+/year surprise)

The number-one mistake isn't a bad purchase — it's any purchase made on payment-
only math. The buyer who budgets $340/month and spends $973 learns the most
expensive lesson of all: the one they could have learned for $9.
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Printable: Pre-Purchase Inspection Checklist

Print this page. Take it to every unit you seriously consider — before the professional
inspection, as your first filter.

Exterior

O Roof: sealant condition, ponding, patches, soft spots (walk it if safe)

O All sealant joints: windows, doors, compartments, roof edges — cracked or missing?
0 Sidewalls: delamination (bubbles/waves), dents, discoloration streaks

O Tires: DOT date codes (replace at 5-7 years regardless of tread), even wear, sidewall

cracks
Undercarriage: frame rust, bent components, underbelly material intact
Slide-outs: extend/retract fully, even movement, gasket condition

OO0 Awnings: fabric tears, arm function, water pooling

Interior

Walls: press firmly everywhere — soft spots = water damage
Ceiling: stains, sagging, discoloration around vents and A/C
Floor: soft spots near bathroom, kitchen, entry door, slide-outs

Smell: musty/mildew in cabinets, closets, storage bays

O o o o o

Windows: open/close all, check seals and latches

Systems (run everything)

A/C: blows cold within 5 minutes

Furnace: ignites and heats

O

O

O Water heater: both gas and electric modes

O Refrigerator: both gas and electric modes, reaches temperature
O

Stove/oven: all burners ignite
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O Plumbing: fill fresh tank, run every faucet, flush toilet, check for leaks underneath
OO0 Electrical: all outlets, lights, converter/charger, battery date and condition

0 Propane: tank date, regulator condition, leak test

Paperwork

Title in seller's name, no liens
Maintenance records (especially roof reseal history)

Verify VIN matches title on both unit and paperwork

O O o O

Professional inspection scheduled: date inspector
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Printable: True Cost of Ownership Worksheet

Fill this in for every unit you're seriously considering. Compare the totals — not the
payments.

%, Annual True Cost Worksheet

Cost layer Your estimate ($/yr) Notes

1. Loan payment Principal + interest, annual total
2. Insurance Get a real quote — don't guess
3. Storage Price actual facilities near you
4. Maintenance & repairs Budget 1-2% of purchase price
5. Campground fees Nights planned x $45 avg

6. Extra fuel Towing roughly halves MPG

7. Depreciation ~10-15%/yr new, ~8%/yr used

TOTAL ANNUAL

+ 12 = MONTHLY This is the real number.

The rule: If the monthly total doesn't fit comfortably in the budget — not "technically
possible" but comfortable — the unit is too expensive, regardless of the payment.
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Printable: Tow Math Cheat Sheet

Tape this inside a cabinet door. Run these numbers before every tow.

%, Tow Math Cheat Sheet
Step 1 — Trailer (use GVWR, not dry weight):
Trailer GVWR: Ibs
Step 2 — Tongue weight (12% of GVWR):
x 0.12 = Ibs tongue weight

Step 3 — Truck payload check:

Truck payload rating (door jamb): Ibs

Minus tongue weight: — Ibs

Minus passengers + cargo: — Ibs

= Remaining margin: Ibs (want 20%+ of rating remaining)

Step 4 — Tow capacity check (80% rule):

Truck tow rating: Ibs x 0.8 = Ibs max trailer
Trailer GVWR: Ibs (must be under the 80% number)

Verdict: [J Safe to tow [ Too close — reconsider [ Do not tow this combo
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Closing: Buy the Right Rig Once

The RV industry sells dreams. The payment looks manageable, the floor plan feels like
home, and the salesperson is very good at their job. None of that is the buyer's fault —
it's a system designed to move units, not to protect buyers.

But now the reader knows what the system doesn't volunteer: the depreciation cliff, the
true monthly cost, the tow math, the dealer plays, the inspection non-negotiables, and
the ten mistakes that cost real people real money.

That's worth more than $9. It's worth the $40,000 this guide is named for.

The Travel Decoder's final advice: Take the printables to the lot. Run the numbers
before falling in love with the floor plan. Buy the 2-4-year-old unit, get it inspected,
negotiate from data, and tow within the 80% rule. Then go — because RVing, done right,
is one of the best ways to see this country.

Keep traveling smart: The Travel Decoder's Hidden Gems: Half-Price Vacations guide
maps the destinations worth driving that rig to — 10 US regions, 8 international
alternatives, and 16 hidden-gem swaps with real cost breakdowns. The rig gets the
reader there; Hidden Gems tells them where "there" should be.
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All costs are average U.S. market estimates for illustration. Actual prices vary by region, season, and
market conditions.
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