
 
 

 

Buyer’s Checklist   
 

 
Find a trusted real estate agent 
 
Get pre-approved for a mortgage 

 

Shop for a home 
 
Make an offer and submit 1st escrow check 

 
Set up home inspection  

 

Sign purchase and sale (P&S) and submit 2nd escrow check 
 
Submit P&S to lender in order to begin financing process  

 

 Property appraisal (set up by lender) 

 

Purchase homeowner’s insurance 
 
Obtain final mortgage approval  
 
Review closing disclosure and get certified check for closing costs 
 
Final walk-through 
 
Closing 
 

 

*It typically takes about 2 months to close once your offer has been accepted.   



 
 

Steps in the Buying Process 
 
Find a Trusted Real Estate Agent  
 
Why Work with a Real Estate Agent? 
A buyer’s agent can help you: 

• Figure out what kinds of homes you can expect in your market and price range 
• Find the latest home listings with up-to-date information  
• Negotiate the best price on your behalf  
• Anticipate problems and help you successfully navigate the home buying process 

 
Find the Right Agent 
You’ll be working closely with your real estate agent, so it’s essential that you find someone you 
get along with and someone who understands the financial path that you are on.  The right 
buyer's agent should be experienced, trustworthy, familiar with the area, knowledgeable about 
the market, and willing to advocate on your behalf. 
 

Get Pre-approved by a Mortgage Lender 
 
Before you start actively looking for a home, you will need to get a preapproval letter from a 
certified mortgage lender.  This shows sellers that you are a serious buyer.  The pre-approval 
letter states how much the bank is willing to lend you, and under what terms.  In order to get a 
preapproval letter, a lender will need to verify your financial information and submit your loan 
for preliminary underwriting.   
 
What documents will you need to get pre-approved? 

 
Proof of Identification 
• Driver’s license or U.S. passport 
• Social Security card or number 
• A copy of your permanent resident card (if you aren’t a U.S. citizen)  
• Employment verification (proof of status and yearly salary) 

 
Proof of Income 
• Pay stubs covering the last 30 days 
• W-2 forms from the last two years 
 



 
 

 
• Proof of any additional income 
• Federal income tax returns (personal and business) from ast two years 
 
Proof of Assets 
• Bank statements showing enough money to cover the down payment 

and closing costs 
• A gift letter saying your down payment is a gift, not an IOU (if applicable) 
• Latest quarterly statements for asset accounts including 401(k), IRA, stock 

accounts and mutual funds 
 
Things to consider when getting pre-approved:  
 

How much money can you put down? 
The amount you put down affects your monthly payments and interest rates.  If you 
save for a 20% down payment you’ll avoid private mortgage insurance (PMI).  PMI is an 
extra cost added to your monthly mortgage payment, and it doesn’t go toward paying 
off your mortgage balance.  

 
Closing Costs 
When you close on a house you must pay for expenses like appraisal fees, home 
inspections, credit reports and attorney fees.  You’ll also need to cover property taxes 
and homeowner’s insurance for the rest of the year.  Lenders call these prepaid items.  
Your lender will give you a detailed list of these costs before your closing day.   On 
average, you’ll pay 3–5% of the purchase price of your home in closing fees.  You can 
shop around and compare prices for certain closing expenses, such as homeowner’s 
insurance, home inspections, and title searches. 

 
Moving and Other Expenses 
Moving expenses can vary from hundreds to thousands of dollars depending on how 
much stuff you’re moving and how far away you are from your new home.  You can get 
quotes from local moving companies ahead of time to help with budgeting.  Also, if you 
also plan to make immediate updates to your home (furnishings, appliances, rugs, 
updated fixtures, new paint and any improvements), you’ll need money for that too.  It 
is helpful to have an emergency fund of three to six months of expenses in place to take 
care of any maintenance issues or upkeep costs that pop-up along the way. 

 
 
 



 
 

 
Check your Credit  
When applying for a mortgage loan, your credit will be one of the key factors in whether 
you’re approved, and it will help determine your interest rate and possibly the loan 
terms.  So be sure to check your credit before you begin the homebuying process.  
Dispute any errors that could be dragging down your credit score and look for 
opportunities to improve your credit, such as making a dent in any outstanding debts.  
Once you are pre-approved, avoid opening any new credit accounts, like a credit card or 
auto loan, until you close on your home. 

 

Shop for a Home  
 
Create a list of “must-have” home features 
Begin by creating a list of “must-have” home features (style, # bedrooms, # bathrooms, 
location, yard, etc.).  Share it with your real estate agent and use it as the foundation for your 
home search.  
 
Pick the right type of house and neighborhood 
Keep in mind that even if the home is right, the neighborhood could be all wrong.  You should: 

• Research nearby schools, even if you don’t have kids, since they affect 
home value. 

• Look at local safety and crime statistics. 
• Map the nearest hospital, pharmacy, grocery store, highway and other 

amenities you’ll use. 
• Drive through the neighborhood on various days and at different times to 

check out traffic, noise and activity levels. 

 
Stick to your Budget 
Look at properties that cost less than the amount you were approved for.  Although you can 
technically afford your preapproval amount, it’s the ceiling — and it doesn’t account for other 
monthly expenses or problems like a broken dishwasher that arise during homeownership, 
especially right after you buy.  Shopping with a firm budget in mind will also help when it comes 
time to make an offer. 
 
In a competitive real estate market with limited inventory, it’s likely you’ll bid on houses that 
get multiple offers.  When you find a home you love, it’s tempting to make a high-priced offer 
that’s sure to win.  But don’t let your emotions take over.  Shopping below your preapproval  
 



 
 

 
amount creates some wiggle room for bidding.  This will allow you to stick to your budget and 
avoid a mortgage payment that you can’t afford. 
 
Make the Most of Showings 
When you're touring homes, pay close attention to the home’s overall condition, and be aware 
of any smells, stains or items in disrepair.  Ask a lot of questions about the home, such as when 
it was built, when items were last replaced and how old key systems like the air conditioning 
and the heating are.  Don’t hesitate to schedule a second showing to get another look at the 
property. 
 
Think of the Future 
Even if you believe you’re buying your forever home, you should shop with resale value in 
mind.  Make sure the home you purchase has room to grow in value.  Buy the least expensive 
home in the best neighborhood you can afford.  Pay attention to what’s happening in the 
community where you’re looking to buy.  Are home values rising or declining?  Are businesses 
booming or closing? Will the area be attractive to buyers several years down the road?  If new 
homes are being built in the area, that’s a good sign growth will continue.  
 

Make an Offer and Submit 1st Escrow Check 
 
Get the Price Right 
Your agent can provide you with a comparative market analysis on listings and sale prices for 
homes in the neighborhood where you’re planning to buy.  You can use this information to help 
determine how much you would like to offer.  If comparable homes are selling for 5% less than 
their listing prices, you can reasonably offer 8–10% less than the listing price and leave yourself 
room to negotiate.  If the market is slow, you could get a deal by making a low offer.  But if it’s a 
seller’s market, other buyers could quickly outbid you.   
 
You’ll have the high ground in home-buying negotiations if you: 

• Are a cash buyer 
• Have been preapproved (not just prequalified) for a mortgage 
• Don’t have to sell your current house before you buy 
• Have a flexible closing date 

 
Submit the Offer 
Once you decide on an offer price, your agent will write-up the offer and ask you to sign the 
document.  The agent will submit the offer along with your pre-approval letter.  This is a legal  



 
 

 
document that includes all the terms and conditions of the deal, along with important details 
such as:  buyer and seller information, address of the property, closing date, purchase price, 
lender information and down payment amount, items to be left with the home (like appliances 
or furniture), and contingencies (home inspection, appraisal, and financing). 
 
Negotiate the Best Price and More  
Sellers usually come back with a counteroffer that changes or adds to the terms of your offer. 
This is when working with a real estate agent really pays off.  Your agent will help you 
understand how the counteroffer affects you and, if necessary, help you develop a counteroffer 
of your own. 
 
Understand Walk-Away Power 
You always need to be prepared to walk away from a deal.  Until both sides sign an agreement, 
either party can reject the offer and end all negotiations.   
 
Sign the Offer and put down a Deposit 
Both parties enter a legal contract by signing the offer and the buyer puts down a good faith 
deposit to show that they are serious about buying the property (typically a personal check in 
the amount of $500-$1000).  Most closings typically take about 41 days from this point on.   
 

Set up the Home Inspection  
 
Once an offer is signed by both parties, the buyer typically has 2 weeks to set up a Home 
Inspection.  During a home inspection, a professional examines the condition of the property.  If 
the inspection reveals major problems with the home—like structural issues or expensive 
repairs—you can ask the seller to:  fix the problem, reduce the price, or cancel the contract. 
 
How Much Does a Home Inspection Cost? 
The buyer pays for the home inspection and the cost will vary depending on factors like the 
location and specific characteristics of the home.  It is advisable to shop around for pricing, 
make sure you hire an experienced home inspector, and ask specifically what is included in the 
inspection.  Depending on the age and condition of the home, you may want to get other 
professional evaluations like a radon test or termite inspection. 
 

 
 



 
 

 
Sign Purchase and Sale (P&S) and Submit 2nd Escrow Check 
 
After the home inspection is complete, the seller’s agent or the seller’s lawyer will create a 
Purchase and Sales Agreement.  This is a legal document that includes all the details of the 
offer.  If the buyer chooses to be represented by a lawyer, the lawyer will review the Purchase 
and Sale Agreement before it is signed.  Once everyone is in agreement with all the terms, the 
document will be signed by both the buyer and seller; and the buyer will put a larger sum of 
money down on the home at this time.  The amount of the 2nd escrow check is negotiable but is 
typically no more than 5% of the price.  This can be paid by personal check.    
 

Submit P&S to Lender 
 
Once the Purchase and Sale (P&S) is signed by both parties, it must be submitted to the buyer’s 
lender.  This starts the official financing process.   
 

Property Appraisal 
 
After receiving the P&S, the lender will send an appraiser to assess the fair market value of 
property in order to make sure that they are not lending more than the property is worth.  If 
the appraisal comes in lower than your offer price, the bank will not approve the loan.  If this 
happens, you can: back out of the deal, ask the seller to reduce the price of the home to the 
appraisal amount, offer to pay the difference in cash, or negotiate to share the difference with 
the buyer 
 

Homeowner’s Insurance 
 
Before you close on your new house, your lender will require you to buy homeowners 
insurance. Shop around and compare insurance rates to find the best price.  Look closely at 
what’s covered in the policies; going with a less-expensive policy usually means fewer 
protections and more out-of-pocket expenses if you file a claim.  Also, flood damage isn’t 
covered by homeowner’s insurance, so if your new home is in a flood-prone area, you may 
need to buy separate flood insurance as well.  (It is important to ask about floor insurance prior 
to making an offer because, in some cases, it can be a large expense). 

 
 



 
 

 
Final Mortgage Approval 
 
After the property has been appraised, the lender will plunge into the depths of your finances 
to finalize your mortgage.  Be careful about opening a new credit account, taking on more debt, 
or changing jobs once you’re under contract because this could jeopardize your loan process. 

 
Review Closing Disclosure and Get Certified Check 
 
At least three business days before closing, your lender must send you a Closing Disclosure.  
This form lists all the final terms of your loan like closing costs, how much money you’ll need to 
bring to closing in the form of a money transfer or bank check, and the details of who pays and 
receives the money.  Review this document carefully.  If there are any confusing terms or 
conditions as you work through the paperwork, ask about it.  Contact your bank ASAP to make 
arrangements for bank check or money transfer to cover money due at closing. 
 

Final Walk-Through 
 
You will have the opportunity to walk through the home on the day of the closing before the 
closing takes place in order to make sure that everything is in order.  The home should be 
cleaned out and in “broom swept” condition.   
 

Closing   
 
Your lawyer or mortgage loan officer will provide a checklist of everything you’ll need. This list 
typically includes:  photo identification, any outstanding documents or paperwork, and a 
certified or cashier's check made payable to the title or closing company for closing costs that 
aren’t deducted from the sales price.  At the closing, you’ll pay any remaining closing costs 
listed in your Closing Disclosure.  The seller will sign documents to transfer property ownership 
to you.  You’ll sign lots of forms including a:  Settlement statement listing all costs related to the 
home sale, mortgage note stating your promise to repay the loan, and mortgage or deed of 
trust securing the mortgage note.  The closing attorney will register the new deed in your 
name.  If a closing occurs late in the day, the deed may not be registered until the next business 
day.  If this happens, you may not have access to the property until the following day. 
 
 
Source:  Dave Ramsey’s Home Buyer’s Guide 


