THE REAL ESTATE
INSIDER'S GUIDE

Everything Buyers & Sellers Need to Know — Laid Out Straight, No
Sugarcoating, No Real Estate Jargon, No B.S.

From the first conversation to the closing table. The guide agents don't want you to have — until they're
your agent.




HOW TO USE THIS GUIDE

This guide was written to give you a real, unfiltered education on one of the largest financial transactions
you will ever make. Real estate is not complicated — but it is layered, and the layers cost people
thousands of dollars every year because nobody took the time to explain them.

Whether you are a first-time buyer, a seasoned seller, or somewhere in between, this guide walks through
every major stage of the process: getting your finances in order, evaluating neighborhoods, crafting
winning offers, pricing your home correctly, negotiating like a professional, and closing without surprises.

This Guide Is Divided Into Three Parts

Part | covers the complete Buyer's Journey. Part Il covers the complete Seller's Roadmap. Part Ill covers
topics every party to a transaction needs to understand — lender selection, the closing process, and a full
glossary. Jump to the section that applies to you, or read it front to back. Either way, you'll finish knowing

more than most people who have already bought and sold multiple times.

DISCLAIMER

This guide provides real estate education, not legal or financial advice. Every market is different. Always
work with licensed professionals for your specific transaction.
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PART |

THE BUYER'S COMPLETE JOURNEY

From credit score to closing day — everything you need to buy with confidence.
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Getting Financially Ready

Before you look at a single listing, do this.

The single biggest mistake buyers make is shopping for homes before they understand their own financial
picture. This puts you at a disadvantage on every level — you don't know your real budget, you can't move
fast when the right home appears, and you may fall in love with a house you cannot actually buy.

Step 1: Know Your Credit Score — Really Know It

Your credit score drives your interest rate, which drives your monthly payment, which drives how much
house you can afford. A 760+ score qualifies you for the best conventional rates. A 620—680 score may
still get you approved, but you'll pay significantly more over 30 years.

Typical Rate Impact On a $300K Loan (30yr)

760+ Best available rate Lowest possible payment

720-759 +0.25% to +0.50% +$45-$90/month

680-719 +0.50% to +1.00% +$90-$180/month

640-679 +1.00% to +1.75% +$180-$315/month

620-639 +2.00% or more +$360+/month

Below 620 Hard to qualify — FHA only Higher Ml costs added
PRO TIP

Pull your free credit reports at AnnualCreditReport.com. Check all three bureaus (Experian, Equifax,
TransUnion). Dispute any errors BEFORE applying for a mortgage — it can take 30—60 days to resolve,
and errors are more common than you'd think.

Step 2: Calculate Your True Buying Power

Lenders use two debt-to-income (DTI) ratios to determine approval. Your front-end DTI is your proposed
housing payment divided by gross monthly income. Your back-end DTI adds all monthly debt payments
(car, student loans, cards) to that housing payment and divides by income. Most conventional loans want
back-end DTI below 43-45%. FHA loans can go to 50%-+.
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The 28/36 Rule — A Realistic Guardrail

Most financial planners suggest your housing payment (principal + interest + taxes + insurance) stay at or
below 28% of gross monthly income, and total debt at or below 36%. Lenders may approve you for more
— but 'approved for' and 'should spend' are very different numbers. Just because a lender says you can
borrow $400,000 doesn't mean buying a $400,000 home is smatrt.

Step 3: Save for More Than Just the Down Payment

This is where buyers get blindsided. The down payment is only part of what you need at closing. Budget
for all of the following:

Down payment 3%—-20% of purchase price Conventional: 5-20%, FHA: 3.5%, VA: 0%
Closing costs 2%-5% of loan amount Lender fees, title, escrow, prepaid interest
Home inspection $300-$600 Non-negotiable. Always do it.

Appraisal fee $400-$750 Usually paid upfront before closing

Moving expenses $500-$5,000+ Depends on distance and volume
Immediate repairs $1,000-$5,000+ No home is perfect — budget for surprises
Cash reserves 2—-3 months PITI Many lenders require this post-closing

Step 4: Get Pre-Approved, Not Pre-Qualified

Pre-qualification is a 5-minute conversation. A lender takes your word for your income and assets and
gives you a ballpark number. It means almost nothing to a serious seller.

Pre-approval means the lender has pulled your credit, verified income documents (pay stubs, W-2s, tax
returns), verified assets, and issued a conditional commitment to lend. In a competitive market, sellers will
not look at your offer without one. In some markets, sellers won't even schedule a showing without proof of
pre-approval.

CRITICAL WARNING

A pre-approval is not a guaranteed loan. It is conditional on the property appraising, your financial
situation not changing before closing, and the title being clear. Do NOT quit your job, take on new debt, or
make large cash deposits after pre-approval and before closing. Lenders re-verify everything right before
the closing date.
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Choosing the Right Lender

Not just the lowest rate — the total package.

The lender you choose determines how smooth your transaction is. A bad lender with a good rate can
blow up your closing, kill your contract, and cost you the house. A great lender communicates, hits
deadlines, and solves problems before they become disasters.

Types of Lenders

m Mortgage Brokers

Shop your file to multiple wholesale lenders. Often have access to rates not available directly to consumers.
Best if your file is complex or you want a wide market view.

m Retail Banks & Credit Unions

Your existing relationship may mean faster underwriting. Credit unions often have competitive rates for
members. Can be slower than brokers. Good for straightforward files.

m Direct/Online Lenders (Rocket, Better, etc.)

Fast, tech-driven, often competitive on rate. Can be impersonal. Seller's agents sometimes see these as
higher-risk in competitive situations — their closing track record is spottier.

m Portfolio Lenders

Banks that keep loans in-house rather than selling them. More flexible on unusual properties or borrower
situations. Good for self-employed buyers or non-warrantable condos.

The 12 Questions to Ask Every Lender
1. What loan programs do you offer for my situation (conventional, FHA, VA, USDA)?
. What is today's quoted rate and APR — and what points are baked into that quote?
. How long is your current average time from application to clear-to-close?

. Who handles my file after | apply — you, or a processor I'll never meet?

2

3

4

5. Do you underwrite in-house, or outsource to a third party?

6. What can cause my rate to change between now and closing?

7. Can you do a verified pre-approval, not just a pre-qual?

8. What documentation will you need from me upfront?

9. What are all the lender fees I'll see on my Loan Estimate?

10. Have you closed loans in this price range in this market recently?
11. What happens if we hit a snag — do you have contingency plans?

12. Can you close in 21-25 days if the seller needs a faster timeline?
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PRO TIP

Compare at least THREE lenders before choosing. When comparing, get Loan Estimates within the same
3-day window (to freeze the market conditions) and compare APR, not just interest rate. APR includes
fees. A 6.5% rate with $4,000 in lender fees may cost more than a 6.625% rate with $500 in fees,
depending on how long you keep the loan.

Understanding Your Loan Estimate

Within 3 business days of your application, the lender must provide a Loan Estimate (LE) — a
standardized 3-page document. Here's what to focus on:

Page 1 — Loan Terms Loan amount, interest rate, monthly P&I, prepayment penalty (there should be none)
Page 1 — Projected Payments Full PITI payment with mortgage insurance, if applicable

Page 2 — Section A Origination charges — lender's fee. This is negotiable.

Page 2 — Section B&C Third-party fees. B = cannot shop. C = you can shop. Shop title and settlement!
Page 2 — Section E-H Prepaids and escrow setup — fairly standard, varies little

Page 3 — Comparisons APR and total interest paid over life of loan — use this to compare lenders
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How to Evaluate Neighborhoods Like a Pro

The right house in the wrong area is still the wrong decision.

You can renovate a kitchen. You cannot renovate a school district. You can replace a roof. You cannot
relocate a highway. Location is the one variable in real estate you cannot fix — which is why most buyers
spend 80% of their time evaluating the house and 20% on the neighborhood, when it should be the
opposite.

The Eight Neighborhood Factors That Actually Matter

1. School District Quality

Even if you don't have children, school district quality directly affects resale value. Check
GreatSchools.org and your state's DOE report cards. Look at trends, not just current scores — an
improving district is more valuable than a declining one.

2. Crime Statistics

Use NeighborhoodScout.com, CrimeMapping.com, or your city's open data portal. Don't rely on gut feel or
agent reassurance alone. Understand the types of crime — property crime trends differently than violent
crime. Check a 3-year trend, not a single snapshot.

3. Market Trends & Appreciation

Ask your agent for 3-year price trend data in the zip code and the immediate subdivision. A neighborhood
appreciating at 5-7% annually is fundamentally different from one that's flat or declining. Check days on
market (DOM) — lower DOM means demand is strong.

4. Employment & Economic Base

What is the major employer base within 30 minutes? If one company employs 40% of the area and they
relocate or downsize, your property value follows. Diverse employment bases — healthcare, education,
tech, government — are more resilient.

5. Infrastructure & Development Plans

Check your county's zoning map and any pending development applications. The field behind the
neighborhood could become a distribution center. The 'quaint main street' three blocks away might have a
road widening project approved. Ask your agent and do a 10-minute county records search.
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6. Flood Zone & Environmental Risk

FEMA's Flood Map Service Center (msc.fema.gov) shows flood zone designations. Homes in SFHA
(Special Flood Hazard Area) zones require mandatory flood insurance, which can add
$1,000-$3,000+/year to your housing cost. Also check EPA's environmental site database for brownfields
near the property.

7. Drive the Neighborhood — At Different Times

Visit on a Tuesday at 7am, a Saturday afternoon, and a Friday night. The character of a neighborhood
changes dramatically by time of day. Check parking, noise, traffic patterns, and how maintained properties
appear. What you see on a pleasant Sunday afternoon showing is not always what you get.

8. HOA Health (If Applicable)

Request the last 3 years of HOA meeting minutes, the current reserve study, and the financial statements.
A healthy HOA has 70%+ of reserves funded and no pending special assessments. A financially
distressed HOA is a liability that transfers to you at closing.

FAIR HOUSING NOTE

Never ask your real estate agent 'is this a good neighborhood?' for fair housing compliance reasons, they
cannot answer. Do your own research using the data sources above. This protects you AND your agent.

Commute & Lifestyle Audit

Before making an offer, drive your actual commute from the property during rush hour — both directions.
A 12-mile commute that takes 18 minutes on Saturday morning might take 55 minutes on a Tuesday at
8am. Factor commute cost (fuel, tolls, wear) into your true monthly housing budget. A home $30K cheaper
with a 45-minute longer daily commute may actually cost you more in time and money over 5 years.
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Working with a Buyer's Agent

What they owe you, what to expect, and how to use them.

As of August 2024, the real estate industry has changed significantly. The NAR settlement means buyer's
agent compensation is no longer automatically offered by sellers — it is now negotiated separately. You
will likely be asked to sign a Buyer Agency Agreement before an agent will show you homes. Here's what
you need to understand.

What a Buyer's Agent Actually Does for You
* Provides access to MLS listings, including off-market and coming-soon properties
* Advises on pricing — whether a list price is fair, low, or inflated
» Drafts and submits your offer with protective contingencies
» Negotiates on your behalf — price, terms, repairs, credits
 Coordinates your inspection, appraisal, and all deadlines
« Identifies problems before they become your problems
» Connects you with vetted vendors — lenders, inspectors, attorneys, contractors

» Represents your interests exclusively — not the seller's

Buyer Agency Agreements — What You're Sighing

A Buyer Agency Agreement is a contract between you and the brokerage. It specifies the term (how long),
the geographic scope (which areas), and the compensation structure. Read it carefully. You want: a short
initial term (30—60 days) with renewal options, a clear exit clause if the relationship isn't working, and
transparency on how the agent is compensated and by whom. An agent who refuses to explain the
agreement is a red flag.
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Making an Offer That Gets Accepted

Strategy, structure, and the terms sellers actually care about.

Most buyers think making an offer is simple: pick a number, sign some papers, and wait. In reality, a
purchase offer is a multi-page legal document with a dozen terms that collectively determine whether you
get the house — and whether the transaction actually closes. Price is important. But price is not
everything.

The 8 Key Terms in Every Purchase Offer

Purchase Price
The starting number. In a competitive market, expect to go at or above list price. Have your agent pull
recent sold comps (last 90 days, same neighborhood, similar size) to anchor your number to real data, not

emotion.

Earnest Money Deposit (EMD)
Good faith money held in escrow — typically 1-3% of purchase price. Higher EMD signals seriousness. If
you default without a valid contingency reason, you can lose it. Protect yourself with proper contingencies.

Contingencies

Conditions that must be met for the deal to proceed. The three standard ones: (1) Financing — deal dies if
you can't get the loan; (2) Inspection — allows exit or renegotiation if inspection reveals major issues; (3)
Appraisal — protects you if the home appraises below purchase price. Waiving contingencies can win in
competitive markets but exposes you to real risk.

Closing Date
The date you take ownership. 30-45 days is standard. Sellers moving into another home may need 60
days. Flexibility on closing date can make your offer win against a higher offer with a rigid timeline.

Included/Excluded Items

Anything permanently attached is typically included — appliances are often not. Confirm in writing what
stays: refrigerator, washer/dryer, window treatments, mounted TVs, outdoor equipment, pool toys. Fights
over what ‘conveys' are avoidable.

Home Warranty
You can request the seller purchase a home warranty (typically $400-$700/yr) covering HVAC, plumbing,
electrical. In a buyer's market, ask for it. In a seller's market, buy your own if you want coverage.
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Possession Date

When you actually get the keys. Usually at closing, but sometimes sellers request a rent-back agreement
(they stay temporarily after closing). Understand the implications before agreeing to any rent-back
arrangement.

Escalation Clause

A tool for competitive markets — tells the seller you'll beat any competing offer by X dollars, up to a
maximum cap. Example: 'l offer $325,000, but will escalate $2,000 above any competing bona fide offer,
up to $345,000.' Use with an appraisal gap clause if going above list.

STRATEGY TIP

Write a personal letter to the sellers IF allowed in your market. Tell them who you are, why you love the
home, and what you plan to do with it. Sellers are human — especially in homes where they raised
families. This doesn't always work, but it costs nothing and has won multiple-offer situations at equal price
points.

Offer Strategy by Market Type

Seller's Market Under 20 days At or above list. Limit contingencies. High EMD. Flexible closing.
Balanced Market 20-60 days At list or slight discount. Full contingencies. Standard EMD.
Buyer's Market 60+ days 5-10% below list. Full contingencies. Request credits/repairs.
Hot Multiple Offer Under 7 days Escalation clause. Clean offer. Pre-appraisal if possible.
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Inspections, Appraisals & Due Diligence

The period between contract and closing is where deals are made or broken.

Going under contract is not the finish line — it's the start of the due diligence period. In most states you
have 7-15 days to complete inspections. Use every day of it.

The Home Inspection

Hire your own inspector — never use one the listing agent recommends without independently vetting
them. A good inspector is methodical, not quick. A 2-hour inspection on a 2,500 sq ft home is suspicious.
Budget 3—4 hours minimum. Be there for the whole inspection and ask questions.

What inspectors typically cover:

« Structural components (foundation, framing, roof, attic, crawlspace)

« Electrical system (panel age, wiring type, GFCI protection, grounding)
* Plumbing (supply lines, drains, water heater, pressure)

* HVAC systems (furnace age/condition, AC function, ductwork)

» Windows, doors, insulation, and ventilation

* Grading and drainage around the foundation

« Visible signs of moisture intrusion, mold, or pest activity

Specialty Inspections — When to Order Them

Beyond the general inspection, consider: Sewer scope ($150-$300) for homes over 20 years old. Radon
testing ($100-$200) — required disclosure in many states, easily remediated if found. Mold inspection if
visual evidence or musty odors present. Chimney inspection for wood-burning fireplaces. Pool/spa
inspection if applicable. Structural engineer consult if foundation concerns arise in the general inspection.

After the Inspection — Your Options

m Accept As-Is: Proceed with no requests. Appropriate for minor cosmetic issues or when you negotiated
a discounted price reflecting known condition.

m Request Repairs: Ask the seller to fix specific items before closing. Best for safety issues, code
violations, or major systems failures. Get proof of repair with receipts.

m Request a Credit: Ask the seller to reduce the price or provide a closing cost credit equal to estimated
repair costs. Gives you control over who does the work and quality.
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m Terminate the Contract: If the inspection reveals major defects beyond your risk tolerance and you
have an inspection contingency, you can walk away and recover your EMD.

The Appraisal

If you're financing the purchase, your lender will order an appraisal from an independent licensed
appraiser. The purpose: confirm the property is worth what you're paying. If it appraises low, you have
three options:

» Renegotiate — ask the seller to reduce the price to the appraised value

» Pay the gap — cover the difference between appraised value and purchase price out of pocket
(appraisal gap clause)

* Dispute the appraisal — provide the lender additional comps to support the purchase price (works
occasionally)
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The Closing Process

What happens in the final stretch — and what to bring.

Closing day is when ownership legally transfers. The week before closing is when most of the paperwork
and verifications happen. Here is a clear timeline of what to expect.

7-10 Days Before Closing
* Lender issues 'Clear to Close' (CTC) — your loan is fully approved
» Title company confirms title is clear — no liens, judgments, or ownership disputes
* You receive the Closing Disclosure (CD) — review every line vs. your Loan Estimate

 Schedule your final walk-through (typically 24-48 hours before closing)

24-48 Hours Before Closing
* Final walk-through — confirm the home is in the same condition as when you offered
* Verify all agreed repairs have been completed (get receipts)
 Confirm nothing has been removed that was supposed to stay

* Wire your closing funds (confirm wire instructions via phone — wire fraud is real)

Closing Day
* Bring government-issued photo ID (driver's license or passport)
* Bring a cashier's check or confirm wire has settled (personal checks not accepted)
* Sign approximately 40-100 documents (most are disclosures and federal forms)
« Pay closing costs per Closing Disclosure

* Receive keys, garage openers, alarm codes, and any other access items

WIRE FRAUD WARNING — READ THIS

Wire fraud targeting homebuyers is the fastest-growing financial crime in real estate. NEVER wire funds
based on email instructions alone. Call your title company using a phone number you looked up
independently — not one from any email — to verbally confirm wire instructions before sending any
money.
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Reviewing Your Closing Disclosure (CD)

You must receive your CD at least 3 business days before closing. Compare it line by line to your Loan
Estimate. Fees in Sections A and B cannot increase. Fees in Section C can increase up to 10% if you
used the lender's vendor. If you see unexplained new charges, demand an explanation in writing before
closing. You have the right to delay closing if you need more time to review.
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PART I

THE SELLER'S COMPLETE
ROADMAP

Pricing, preparation, negotiation, and closing — done right the first time.
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How to Price Your Home Correctly from Day One

The most consequential decision you will make as a seller.

Pricing is not about what you paid. It's not about what you need. It's not about what your neighbor thinks,
what Zillow says, or what you've put into renovations. Pricing is about one thing: what a ready, willing, and
able buyer in today's market will pay for your specific home. Full stop.

The Comparative Market Analysis (CMA)

A CMA is the foundation of any pricing conversation. Your agent pulls recent sold data — typically within
0.5-1 mile, last 90 days, similar square footage, bed/bath count, lot size, and condition. This is not an

appraisal, but it's the same process appraisers use.

How Agents Adjust the CMA for Your Specific Home

No two homes are identical, so appraisers (and good agents) apply adjustments. An extra full bathroom
might be worth +$8,000-$15,000. A two-car garage vs. one-car: +$5,000—$20,000 depending on market.
Updated kitchen vs. original: can swing $20,000-$50,000. These are market-specific. Ask your agent to
show the adjustments — not just the final number.

The Cost of Overpricing

Overpricing is the most common seller mistake, and it is expensive. Here's why:
* The first 2 weeks on market generate 60—80% of total buyer activity — if you're overpriced, you miss
that window
* Price reductions signal weakness — buyers who see multiple reductions assume something is wrong
 Longer days on market (DOM) psychologically reduce offers — buyers wonder 'why hasn't it sold?"
* You may accept a lower final price than if you'd priced correctly from day one

» Extended carrying costs (mortgage, taxes, insurance, utilities) add up fast

Pricing Strategies
m Price at Market Value: The standard approach. Price where the comps indicate and let the market

respond. Ideal in balanced or slow markets.

m Strategic Underpricing: Price 2-5% below market to generate multiple offers and drive the final price
above list. Works best in seller's markets with low inventory.

m Price Just Below a Threshold: Buyers search in round-number brackets. Pricing at $399,900 vs.
$402,000 captures all buyers with a $400K max — a significant additional audience.
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ABOUT ONLINE ESTIMATES

Zillow's 'Zestimate' is an algorithm based on public records and self-reported data. It has a median error
rate of 2—4% nationally — and can be off by 15—-20% on unique or rural properties, or in markets with

limited sales data. Never price your home based on a Zestimate alone. It is a starting point for curiosity,
not a pricing tool.
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Preparing Your Home

What actually moves the needle — and what doesn't.

Not all pre-sale improvements return what they cost. Knowing where to invest your time and money — and
where to stop — is the difference between profitable preparation and wasted effort.

High-ROI Preparation Items

Deep Cleaning
Return: Near infinite. Cost: $200-$500 for professional cleaning. A dirty house triggers price reductions
before a buyer says a word.

Decluttering & Depersonalization
Return: 3-5% price premium in studies. Remove 30-40% of furniture, all personal photos, and excess
décor. Buyers buy space, not your stuff.

Fresh Neutral Interior Paint
Return: $2—-$3 for every $1 spent. Dated colors, scuffed walls, and accent walls that polarize buyers cost
you money. One coat of a warm, neutral gray-beige transforms a space.

Curb Appeal
Return: 7-14% first impression premium. Pressure wash the driveway and walkways. Fresh mulch in
beds. Trim shrubs. Paint or replace the front door. Plant 4-6 colorful annuals.

Professional Photography
Return: Measurable in showings. Homes with professional photography sell 32% faster. Listings with
amateur photos lose buyers before they ever schedule a tour.

Minor Repairs — Dripping Faucets, Squeaky Doors, Sticking Windows
Return: Prevents buyer perception of deferred maintenance. These cost pennies to fix and tell a story
about how well the home has been maintained.

Lower-ROI Items — Proceed With Caution

* Full kitchen remodel: Rarely returns 100 cents on the dollar. Paint cabinets, replace hardware, and
swap out dated light fixtures instead.

» Bathroom addition: Can add value but is expensive and rarely recoups full cost in a short timeframe.

« Inground pool: In most markets outside the Sun Belt, pools are a neutral-to-negative for buyers with
children concerns or maintenance aversion.

« High-end finishes in a moderate neighborhood: The ceiling value of a neighborhood limits how much
any single home can sell for, regardless of finishes.
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STRATEGIC TIP

Consider a pre-listing inspection ($300-$500). Knowing about issues in advance lets you repair them on
your own terms, at your contractor's price, rather than under pressure after a buyer's inspector finds them.
Sellers who disclose and repair proactively negotiate from a position of strength.
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Listing Strategy, Marketing & Showings

How your home gets in front of buyers — and how to make the most of it.

The MLS (Multiple Listing Service) syndicates your listing to Zillow, Realtor.com, Redfin, Trulia, and
hundreds of other sites within hours of going live. The quality of that listing — photos, description, price,
and data accuracy — determines whether buyers request a showing or scroll past.

What Your Listing Needs to Compete
» 25-40 professional photos — not iPhone photos, not virtual tours that substitute for real photos
» A compelling property description that leads with the home's best features and lifestyle benefits
 Accurate square footage — discrepancies between MLS and tax records kill deals at appraisal
» Video walkthrough or 3D Matterport tour (significant in attracting out-of-area buyers)
* Verified, correct schools (buyers filter by school district — errors kill your reach)

« All room dimensions, HOA info, utility averages, and any seller disclosures uploaded to MLS

Showing Best Practices

Every showing is a buyer's first impression of your home in person. Maximize them:

* Lights on in every room — bright sells; dark and moody does not

» Temperature set to 68—72°F — extreme cold or heat is distracting and memorable for the wrong
reasons

* Remove pets from the home — not everyone loves animals, and pet odor is the top buyer complaint

* Fresh scent — avoid artificial sprays (buyers can smell them). Bake something or use subtle
diffusers

* Leave the home during showings — buyers cannot relax and envision living there with the owner
present

» Have a showing minimum commitment — if you're in a hot market, consider 'no showings for 5 days,
then offer deadline’ strategy

The 'Offer Deadline' Strategy

In seller's markets, setting an offer deadline (e.g., 'offers due by Sunday at 6PM') creates urgency,
consolidates multiple offers for a clean comparison, and prevents buyers from slowly trickling in with
lowball offers. Discuss with your agent whether market conditions support this approach — it can backfire
in softer markets.
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Evaluating Offers

It is not just about the price.

You receive an offer. Your instinct is to look at the price first. That's natural — but price is just one of eight
or nine terms that determine whether this is a genuinely good offer or a problem waiting to happen.

Purchase Price vs. Your Net
Calculate your estimated net first — price minus agent commissions, closing costs, mortgage payoff, and
any seller concessions. That is your real number.

Financing Type & Pre-Approval Quality

Cash offers close faster with fewer contingencies. Conventional financing is stronger than FHA/VA for
condition-sensitive homes (FHA has stricter property standards). Ask for the actual pre-approval letter and
call the lender to verify it's legitimate.

Earnest Money Deposit
A $1,000 EMD on a $350,000 purchase says the buyer isn't serious. A $10,000+ EMD says they have real
skin in the game.

Contingencies

Every contingency is a potential exit for the buyer. Evaluate which are present, which are absent, and the
time periods. A 10-day inspection period with a 5-day financing contingency is tighter than a 15-day
inspection with 21-day financing.

Closing Date
Does it work for your timeline? If you need 60 days to find your next home, a 25-day close creates real
problems. If you've already moved, a slow close extends your carrying costs.

Seller Concessions
Requests for seller-paid closing costs reduce your net. A $350,000 offer with $10,000 in closing cost
concessions is a net $340,000 offer. Price it accordingly.

Personal Property & Inclusion Requests
Review carefully what the buyer wants included — especially if they're asking for items you planned to
take. A buyer asking for a $4,000 refrigerator you intended to move is a negotiating point.

Escalation Clauses

If a buyer submits an escalation clause, you may have the right to request proof of the competing offer
before the escalation triggers (depending on your state). Know the ceiling and whether the gap above your
other offers is worth any trade-offs in terms.
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Negotiation, Inspections & Staying in Contract

The period between acceptance and closing is where deals die.

Once you accept an offer, the transaction enters due diligence. This is when the buyer's inspection
happens — and when many sellers are caught flat-footed by repair requests they didn't anticipate. Having
a strategy in advance separates professional sellers from reactive ones.

Responding to Inspection Repair Requests
After the buyer's inspection, they will typically submit a repair request or ask for a credit. Your response

options:

m Agree to All Repairs: Builds goodwill but sets a precedent that you'll comply with anything. Reserve
this for genuinely major, legitimate items.

m Agree to Some, Decline Others: Most common outcome. Accept responsibility for safety items and
system failures. Decline cosmetic and maintenance items that were visible during showing.

m Offer a Credit Instead of Repairs: Preferred by many sellers. Avoids your liability for work quality and
contractor scheduling. Negotiate the credit amount.

m Decline All Requests: Viable when you have backup offers or the market is strong. Buyer can accept
as-is, renegotiate, or terminate. Know your leverage.

m Counter with a Reduced Credit: Buyer asks for $8,000 credit. You counter with $3,500. Meet
somewhere in the middle.

NEGOTIATION TIP

Get repair costs in writing before you respond to any inspection request. Call a contractor for a quick
estimate. A buyer's $12,000 repair request may actually cost $3,500 to fix. Now you have a negotiating
anchor — offer to do the work at your estimated cost, or offer a credit for that real number.

Staying in Contract — What to Monitor
* Track all contingency deadlines in writing — know exactly when they expire
 Confirm the buyer's lender ordered the appraisal within the required timeframe
« Stay in contact with your agent daily during the due diligence period
» Do not make plans to move until the appraisal contingency has cleared

« Verify the buyer received their Clear to Close (CTC) at least 3 days before closing
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Closing as a Seller

Your net sheet explained — know what you're walking away with.

Your seller's net sheet is the document that shows exactly what you'll walk away with after all fees, costs,
and payoffs are subtracted from your sale price. Any good agent produces this upfront. Here is how to

read it.
Sale Price — Your contract price
Real Estate Commission 4%—-6% of sale price Split between listing and buyer's agent -— negotiable
Mortgage Payoff Your current balance + interest Contact your servicer for a 10-day payoff quote
Title / Settlement Fees $500-$1,500 Split varies by state and negotiation
Transfer Tax / Documentary StampsVaries by state Ohio: $1/1,000. Some states: much higher
Owner's Title Insurance $500-$2,000+ Customary in most markets for seller to provide
Attorney Fees (if required) $500-$1,500 Required in some states; optional in others
Home Warranty (if agreed) $400-$700 If you agreed to provide one in the contract
Repair Credits Granted Variable What you agreed to after inspection
Prorated Property Taxes Varies You pay taxes through your closing date
HOA Fees / Transfer Fee $0-$1,000+ Check your HOA's fee schedule

NET PROCEEDS TO SELLER Sale price minus all above This is your actual check or wire

Capital Gains Tax — The Question Most Sellers Don't Ask Until It's Too Late

If you've lived in the home as your primary residence for 2 of the last 5 years, you can exclude up to
$250,000 in gain ($500,000 if married filing jointly) from capital gains tax. If you've owned it less than 2
years, or it's an investment property, consult a CPA before closing. Tax consequences can significantly
affect your actual net.
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PART IlI

UNIVERSAL KNOWLEDGE

What every buyer, seller, and transaction participant needs to understand.
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Finding the Right Lender — Deep Dive

Expanded guidance for both buyers and sellers' agents.

This chapter expands the buyer's Chapter 2 guidance with additional topics relevant to anyone navigating
a real estate transaction involving financing.

Loan Types — The Complete Overview
m Conventional (Fannie/Freddie): 3—20% down. Best rates for 720+ credit. PMI required under 20%

down (cancellable at 80% LTV). Most common loan type.

m FHA (Federal Housing Administration): 3.5% down with 580+ credit. MIP (mortgage insurance
premium) lasts life of loan if down payment under 10%. Good for lower credit scores.

m VA (Veterans Affairs): 0% down for eligible veterans, service members, and surviving spouses. No
PMI. Excellent rates. Funding fee applies (waived for disabled vets).

m USDA (Rural Development): 0% down for homes in USDA-eligible rural areas. Income limits apply.
Annual guarantee fee similar to FHA MIP.

m Jumbo Loans: Loan amounts above the FHFA conforming limit (adjusts annually — check fhfa.gov for
the current year). Stricter credit and reserve requirements. Rates slightly higher than conforming.

m Adjustable-Rate Mortgages (ARMS): Fixed rate for initial period (5, 7, or 10 years), then adjusts
annually based on an index. Good if you're confident you'll sell/refi before adjustment. Risky if you're not.

CREDIT SCORE TIP

Shopping multiple lenders does NOT hurt your credit score if done within a 14-45 day window. All
mortgage credit pulls within this window count as a single inquiry under FICO scoring models. Shop
aggressively — the difference between lenders can be tens of thousands of dollars over the life of the
loan.
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Real Estate Glossary

60+ terms you'll encounter — defined plainly.

Absorption Rate
The pace at which available homes sell in a specific market in a given time period. Used to determine if it's a
buyer's or seller's market.

Addendum
An addition to a contract that modifies or supplements the original agreement. Common for inspection
responses, seller disclosures, and HOA documents.

Amortization
The process of gradually paying off a loan through scheduled payments. Early payments are mostly interest;
later payments are mostly principal.

Annual Percentage Rate (APR)
The total yearly cost of a loan including interest rate AND fees, expressed as a percentage. More accurate
than the interest rate alone for loan comparison.

Appraisal
A licensed appraiser's professional opinion of a property's market value, required by lenders to ensure the
loan amount doesn't exceed the property value.

AS-IS Sale
Property sold in its current condition without the seller making repairs. Buyer still has the right to inspect.

Assessed Value
The value assigned to a property by the local government for property tax purposes. Often different from
market value.

Backup Offer
An offer submitted on a property already under contract. If the primary contract falls through, the backup offer
moves into position.

Bridge Loan
Short-term financing that allows a buyer to purchase a new home before selling their existing one.

Buyer's Agent
A real estate agent who exclusively represents the buyer's interests in the transaction.

Buyer's Market
A market condition where supply of homes exceeds demand — advantageous for buyers. Typically when
months of inventory exceeds 6 months.

Chain of Title
The complete documented history of ownership transfers for a property, recorded in public records.

Clear to Close (CTC)
Lender's confirmation that all conditions of the loan have been met and the loan is approved for closing.

Closing Costs
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Fees paid at the closing of a real estate transaction. Buyers typically pay 2-5% of loan amount; sellers pay
6—10% of sale price.

Closing Disclosure (CD)
A 5-page document provided by the lender at least 3 business days before closing detailing all loan terms
and closing costs.

Cloud on Title
Any claim, lien, or encumbrance on a property that could challenge the owner's clear title. Must be resolved
before closing.

Comparative Market Analysis (CMA)
An analysis of recently sold properties similar to a subject property, used to estimate current market value.

Contingency
A condition that must be met for a real estate contract to become binding. Common examples: financing,
inspection, and appraisal contingencies.

Conventional Loan
A mortgage not insured or guaranteed by a government agency (FHA, VA, USDA).

Days on Market (DOM)
The number of days a property has been actively listed for sale. High DOM can signal overpricing or property
issues.

Debt-to-Income Ratio (DTI)
Monthly debt payments divided by gross monthly income. Lenders use this to determine borrowing capacity.

Deed of Trust
A legal document used in some states instead of a mortgage to secure a home loan.

Dual Agency
When a single agent or brokerage represents both buyer and seller in the same transaction. Creates
inherent conflicts of interest.

Earnest Money Deposit (EMD)
Good-faith money submitted by the buyer with an offer, held in escrow. Applied toward closing costs at
settlement.

Easement
The legal right of a third party to use a portion of a property for a specific purpose (utility access, shared
driveway, etc.).

Encumbrance
Any claim, lien, easement, or liability attached to a property that may limit the owner's use or ability to
transfer title.

Equity
The difference between a property's market value and the outstanding mortgage balance.

Escrow
A neutral third party that holds funds and documents during a transaction until all conditions are met.

FHA Loan
A mortgage insured by the Federal Housing Administration, allowing lower down payments and credit
scores.

Fixed-Rate Mortgage
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A mortgage with an interest rate that remains constant for the entire loan term.

Flood Zone
A FEMA-designated area with specific flood risk levels. Homes in high-risk zones require mandatory flood
insurance.

For Sale By Owner (FSBO)
A property listed by the owner without a listing agent.

Home Equity Line of Credit (HELOC)
A revolving credit line secured by home equity, often used for renovations or large expenses.

Home Inspection
A non-invasive examination of a property's visible and accessible systems and components by a licensed
inspector.

HOA (Homeowners Association)
An organization in a planned community that establishes and enforces rules for properties within its
jurisdiction.

Homestead Exemption

A legal provision reducing property taxes for a primary residence.

Jumbo Loan

A mortgage that exceeds conforming loan limits set by FHFA. Subject to stricter qualification requirements.
Listing Agent

The real estate agent who represents the seller and lists the property on the MLS.
Loan Estimate (LE)

A standardized 3-page form provided within 3 business days of loan application, detailing loan terms and
estimated costs.

Loan-to-Value Ratio (LTV)
The loan amount divided by the property's appraised value, expressed as a percentage.

MLS (Multiple Listing Service)
A database of properties for sale maintained by real estate brokerages, used to share listing information.

Mortgage Insurance Premium (MIP)
Insurance required on FHA loans to protect the lender against default.

Multiple Listing Service
See MLS.

Origination Fee
A lender's fee for processing a loan, typically 0.5-1% of the loan amount.

PITI
Principal, Interest, Taxes, and Insurance — the four components of a monthly mortgage payment.

PMI (Private Mortgage Insurance)
Insurance required on conventional loans with less than 20% down payment. Cancellable at 80% LTV.

Pre-Approval
Lender's conditional commitment to lend, based on verified income, assets, and credit.

Pre-Qualification
An informal estimate of borrowing capacity based on self-reported information. Not verified.
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Probate Sale
The sale of a deceased person's property as directed by the court.

Purchase Agreement
The legal contract between buyer and seller outlining all terms of the real estate transaction.

Radon
A naturally occurring radioactive gas that can accumulate in homes. Tested during inspection; mitigation
systems can reduce levels.

REALTOR®
A real estate agent who is a member of the National Association of Realtors and subscribes to its Code of
Ethics.

Recording
The process of entering a deed or other property documents in the public record.

Seller Concession
Credits offered by a seller toward the buyer's closing costs, reducing the buyer's out-of-pocket expenses.

Seller's Market
A market condition with more buyers than available homes — advantageous for sellers. Typically less than 3
months of inventory.

Short Sale
The sale of a property for less than the outstanding mortgage balance, requiring lender approval.

Survey
A professional measurement of property boundaries, identifying lot lines, easements, and encroachments.

Title Insurance
Insurance protecting the buyer and/or lender against losses from title defects, liens, or ownership disputes.

Title Search
An examination of public records to determine the legal ownership history and identify any encumbrances.

Under Contract
A property where an offer has been accepted but the transaction has not yet closed.

VA Loan
A mortgage guaranteed by the Department of Veterans Affairs, available to eligible veterans and service
members.

Walk-Through
A final inspection of the property before closing to confirm condition and that agreed repairs have been
made.

Zoning
Municipal regulations controlling how land in specific areas can be used or developed.
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Your Action Checklists

Tear these out. Use them. Don't wing it.

BUYER'S COMPLETE CHECKLIST

FINANCIAL PREPARATION
[ 1Pull all 3 credit reports — dispute any errors
[ ] Calculate front-end and back-end DTI
[ ] Save for down payment + closing costs + reserves + moving
[ 1 Gather: 2 years W-2s, 2 years tax returns, 2 months bank statements, 30 days pay stubs
[ 1 Get fully verified pre-approval — not pre-qual

[ ] Compare at least 3 lenders; get Loan Estimates within same 3-day window

SEARCH & OFFER
[ ] Define must-haves vs. nice-to-haves in writing before searching
[ 1 Research neighborhood: schools, crime, flood zone, development plans
[ 1 Drive your commute at rush hour from any serious candidate
[ ] Review 90-day sold comps before making any offer
[ 1 Verify all offer terms in writing: price, EMD, contingencies, closing date

[ 1 Confirm pre-approval letter is submitted with offer

DUE DILIGENCE
[ ] Hire independent inspector — be present for full inspection
[ ] Order radon test during inspection period
[ 1 Order sewer scope if home is 20+ years old
[ 1 Review inspection report carefully — identify safety vs. cosmetic issues
[ ] Submit repair request or credit request within contingency window
[ 1 Verify appraisal is ordered within required timeframe

[ 1 Review appraisal report when received

PRE-CLOSING

[ 1 Review Closing Disclosure vs. Loan Estimate — question any discrepancies
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[ 1 Confirm wire instructions via phone (verbally) with title company
[ ] Complete final walk-through 24-48 hours before closing
[ ] Verify all agreed repairs are completed with receipts

[ 1 Confirm utilities are set to transfer to your name on closing date

CLOSING DAY
[ 1 Bring government-issued photo ID
[ 1 Confirm funds have been wired or bring cashier's check
[1Sign all documents — ask about anything you don't understand

[ 1 Receive keys, garage openers, alarm codes, mail key, manuals
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SELLER'S COMPLETE CHECKLIST

PRICING & PREPARATION
[ 1 Request a CMA from your agent — review comparable solds in detail
[ ] Get a net sheet based on realistic price range
[ 1 Consult a CPA about capital gains implications before listing
[ 1 Complete a pre-listing inspection — address safety/system issues proactively
[ ] Declutter and depersonalize every room
[ ] Deep clean entire home — including windows, baseboards, appliances
[ 1 Complete touch-up paint or full interior repaint in neutral tones
[ ] Address curb appeal: mulch, trimming, pressure washing, front door

[ 1 Make all small repairs: dripping faucets, squeaky doors, broken fixtures

LISTING & MARKETING
[ ] Review and approve all MLS data before it goes live — verify sq footage and schools
[ 1 Review all professional photos before publication
[ ] Verify listing is live on Zillow, Realtor.com, and Redfin within 24 hours
[ ] Set showing instructions and minimum notice requirements

[ 1 Confirm lockbox is installed and functional

OFFERS & NEGOTIATION
[ ] Calculate net on each offer before responding — not just price
[ ] Verify buyer pre-approval — call lender to confirm legitimacy
[ ] Review all contingency periods and deadlines
[ 1 Respond to inspection requests strategically — get cost estimates first

[ ] Track all contingency deadlines in writing with your agent

PRE-CLOSING
[ 1 Confirm appraisal has been completed
[ ] Verify buyer received Clear to Close (CTC)
[ 1 Complete any agreed repair items — obtain receipts
[ ] Review your final net sheet one final time
[ 1 Confirm utility transfer dates

[ 1 Coordinate move-out to be complete before closing or per your agreement
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CLOSING DAY
[ 1 Bring government-issued photo ID
[ ] Leave home broom-clean per your contract terms
[ 1 Leave keys, garage openers, manuals, and alarm codes

[ ] Confirm payoff wire or net proceeds delivery method with title

Page 36 | The Real Estate Insider's Guide | Not for Resale



You now know more than most buyers and sellers

This guide took you through the entire transaction — both sides, every stage, every trap, every
strategy. That's the point. An educated client makes better decisions, moves faster with
confidence, and has fewer surprises.

The next step is putting it to work with someone in your corner who knows your market, your
competition, and how to get you to the table with the best outcome.

Ready to take the next step?

Call or text: +1 (330) 396-8119 Email: Hunter.heaton@exprealty.com
Website: hunterheatonrealty.com
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