
THE CHICAGO
HOUSE HACKING GUIDE

How to Buy a Home, Live for Less,

and Start Building Real Wealth

By Catalin Maticiuc | Crosstown Chicago | crosstownchicago.com



crosstownchicago.com  |  +1 (773) 830-2917  |  Page 1

What Is House Hacking?

House hacking is simple: you buy a property with multiple units, live in one, and rent

out the others. The rental income offsets your mortgage — sometimes dramatically.

Done right, you could live nearly for free while building equity in a six-figure asset.

It's not a loophole. It's not exotic. It's one of the oldest wealth-building strategies in real estate — and

Chicago is one of the best cities in the country to do it.

Why Chicago Is Perfect for House Hacking

Chicago has something most cities don't: a massive stock of 2-flats and 3-flats built during the city's

early 20th-century boom. These properties are everywhere — Logan Square, Pilsen, Bridgeport,

Avondale, Humboldt Park, Albany Park. You can buy a legal multi-unit building, live in one apartment,

and have tenants paying your bills from day one.

• Renter demand is strong. Chicago's population of young professionals, students, and service

workers means vacancy rates stay low in most neighborhoods.

• Rental prices are healthy. A 2-bedroom apartment in a solid Chicago neighborhood rents for

$1,800–$2,500/month. More in premium areas.

• Prices are still accessible. Compared to NYC, LA, or even Denver, Chicago real estate is

undervalued. You can buy a 2-flat in a growing neighborhood for $550k–$750k.

• Transit is everywhere. Properties near the L command premium rents. Your tenants will find

them.
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The Numbers: What House Hacking Actually
Looks Like

Let's say you buy a 2-flat in Logan Square for $650,000.

Item Amount

Purchase Price $650,000

Down Payment (FHA 3.5%) $22,750

Mortgage — 30-year at 7% (PITI) ~$4,150/month

Rental Income (2BR upper unit) $2,000/month

$2,150
per month
Your monthly out-of-pocket living in Logan Square
Compare to renting a 1BR in the same neighborhood: $1,600–$2,000/month

— with zero equity, zero upside, zero control.

With a 3-flat, the math gets even better. Two rental units could bring in $3,800–$4,200/month —

potentially covering your entire mortgage.
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A Real Example: Logan Square 2-Flat

Sarah and Marcus buy a 2-flat in Logan Square for $650,000.

Item Amount

Down Payment (FHA 3.5%) $22,750

Closing Costs ~$10,000

Total Cash Needed at Closing ~$32,750

Monthly Mortgage (PITI) $4,200/month

Rental Income (2BR upper) $2,100/month

$2,100
per month
Sarah & Marcus's monthly out-of-pocket
Living in Logan Square — one of Chicago's most walkable, transit-friendly neighborhoods

One year later: both units appreciated modestly. They've paid down ~$8,000 in principal. Their tenants

have covered half their mortgage. They have more equity, more financial flexibility, and a real estate

asset working for them.

That's house hacking.
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Best Property Types for House Hacking

2-Flats
The most common and accessible entry point. Two units — you live in one, rent the other. Great for

first-time house hackers. Widely available in Chicago's north and northwest side neighborhoods.

3-Flats
More rental income, more complexity. Two units working for you while you live in the third. In the right

neighborhood, a 3-flat can cash flow even with you living there. Look in Pilsen, Bridgeport, Avondale,

and Logan Square.

Coach Houses
A main house with a separate rear cottage or carriage house. Less common, but when you find one,

the setup is ideal — you have true separation from your tenants. Strong in Wicker Park, Bucktown, and

parts of Lincoln Square.

Condos with Rentable Rooms
Lower entry price, but limited long-term upside. Works in buildings that allow rentals. Check HOA rules

carefully — many prohibit short-term or even long-term rental of individual rooms.

4-Units (Small Apartment Buildings)
Still qualifies for owner-occupied financing (FHA or conventional) if you live in one unit. Three

income-producing units. This is where house hacking starts to feel like serious investing.
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Best Neighborhoods for House Hacking in
Chicago

Neighborhood Price Range Why It Works

Logan Square $550k–$850k
Sweet spot right now. Strong rental demand, walkable, great
transit.

West Town / Wicker
Park

$450k–$900k
Trendy, high renter demand. Young professional tenants who
pay on time.

Avondale $400k–$700k
Logan Square's quieter neighbor. Lower values, strong
appreciation.

Pilsen Under $600k
Dynamic neighborhood. Growing arts scene, serious investor
interest.

Bridgeport $400k–$600k
Underrated and central. Near Chinatown, Medical District, Red
Line.

Lakeview $600k–$1M+
Extremely high rental demand. Near Wrigley. Tenants are
everywhere.

Humboldt Park $300k–$550k
One of the last affordable NW side markets. Values are rising
fast.

■  Pro Tip: Focus on 2–3 neighborhoods max.
Depth beats breadth. Know one neighborhood well enough to spot a deal

the moment it hits the market — before the competition.
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How to Finance Your House Hack

Loan Type
Down

Payment
Key Feature Best For

FHA Loan 3.5% down
Low barrier to entry Mortgage
insurance required

First-time house hackers

Fannie Mae 5% 5% down
No self-sufficiency test Cancellable
PMI

Buyers of 3–4 unit
buildings

Conventional
10–20%

10–20% down No PMI at 20% Lowest monthly cost Buyers with more cash

FHA 203(k) 3.5% down Purchase + renovation in one loan Fixer-upper 2-flats

HomePath /
HomeStyle

3–5% down
Fannie Mae properties Flexible
contractors

Foreclosure/rehab buyers

FHA Loan — 3.5% Down
The most accessible option for first-time house hackers. You can buy a 2–4 unit property with just 3.5%

down as long as you live in one unit for at least 12 months.

• Minimum credit score: 580 (with 3.5% down)

• Works on 1–4 unit properties

• Mortgage insurance required (adds to monthly cost)

Fannie Mae 5% Down — No Self-Sufficiency Required
A game-changer most buyers don't know about. No self-sufficiency test means you

qualify based on YOUR income — not whether rents "cover" the mortgage.

5% down • Cancellable PMI • Requires ~680+ credit score

FHA 203(k) Rehab Loan
Want to buy a fixer-upper 2-flat and renovate it? The 203(k) lets you roll the purchase price and

renovation costs into a single loan at FHA's 3.5% down.

• Finance purchase + renovations in one loan

• 3.5% down (FHA guidelines apply)

• Works on 1–4 unit properties (must occupy one unit)

• Minimum renovation: $5,000 | No maximum (within loan limits)
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• Great for buying below-market 2-flats that need work

HomePath / HomeStyle Renovation
Similar to 203(k) but conventional. HomePath applies to Fannie Mae-owned properties (foreclosures)

— sometimes at a discount. HomeStyle rolls purchase + renovation into one conventional loan with

more contractor flexibility.

• HomePath: 3% down on Fannie Mae-owned properties, no appraisal required

• HomeStyle: purchase + renovation, conventional rates, more contractor flexibility

• Both work on multi-unit owner-occupied properties
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Step-by-Step: How to Find and Buy Your First
House Hack

01 Set Your Budget
Know your income, credit score, and how much you can put down. Get

pre-approved before you look at a single property.

02 Define Target Neighborhoods
Pick 2–3 neighborhoods that fit your budget and lifestyle. Don't chase 10

neighborhoods — you'll get nowhere.

03 Analyze the Numbers
For any property you're serious about, run the math. What will the rental unit(s)

bring in? What's your actual monthly cost?

04 Inspect Thoroughly
Multi-unit buildings have more mechanical systems, more wear, more risk. Hire a

good inspector. Know what you're buying.

05 Close & Set Up Tenancy
If already tenant-occupied, review the leases carefully. If not, price the unit right

and find quality tenants before you move in.

06 Live There
Owner-occupied financing requires you to live in the property. Do it. It keeps your

financing costs low and lets you manage up close.
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Common Mistakes to Avoid

■ Underestimating Expenses
Taxes, insurance, maintenance, and vacancy add up. Don't assume 100% occupancy or zero repairs.

A conservative underwrite protects you when reality hits.

■ Ignoring the Rental Market
Before you buy, verify what similar units actually rent for. Don't assume. Pull real comps. A $200/month

miss on rent projections can change your entire cash flow picture.

■ Skipping the Inspection
Multi-units have more complexity. A $500 inspection can save you $50,000 in surprises. Hire someone

who specializes in Chicago-style 2-flats and 3-flats.

■ Buying in a Neighborhood You Don't Understand
Know why people want to live there. Know the transit access, the tenant pool, the trends. Proximity to

the L matters more than almost anything else.

■ Overthinking It
The perfect deal doesn't exist. Good deals exist. Run the numbers, trust the process, and move when it

makes sense. Paralysis is the most expensive mistake of all.

The #1 mistake? Waiting for the perfect deal.
In real estate, time in market beats timing the market.

Every year you wait is another year of rent with zero equity.
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House Hacking Quick Reference

BEST PROPERTY TYPES TOP NEIGHBORHOODS FINANCING OPTIONS

• 2-Flat • 3-Flat • Coach House •
4-Unit Building • Condo (check
HOA)

• Logan Square • West Town /
Wicker Park • Avondale • Pilsen •
Bridgeport • Lakeview • Humboldt
Park

• FHA — 3.5% down • Fannie Mae
— 5% down • Conventional
10–20% • FHA 203(k) rehab •
HomePath / HomeStyle

$22,750
Entry cost with FHA 3.5%

on $650k

$2,150
Monthly cost (Logan

Square 2-flat)

3-4 units
Max units for owner-occ

financing

12 months
Required residency for

FHA loans



Ready to Find Your
House Hack?

Book a Free Strategy Call with Catalin

+1 (773) 830-2917

crosstownchicago.com

No pressure. No pitch.

Just a real conversation about what's possible.

Catalin Maticiuc | Crosstown Chicago | catalin@crosstownrealtors.com


