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Buying Guide: Your First Home
The Purpose and Benefit of this E-book
After 10 years in the real estate industry, I realized that at the core of buying a home, all buyers have very similar questions and
fears. I hope this guide can help to demystify the process of buying a home and help you feel more comfortable when deciding
to take the step of buying your first home.
My willingness to educate, communicate, and truly care about my clients puts me ahead of the competition. If you are
thinking of buying a home and want a trusted real estate advisor to help, please call, text, or email me. If you are outside of the
central GA market, I’d be happy to help you find a great Realtor in your area, I have contacts throughout the U.S. and abroad.
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Finding A Realtor You Can Trust
The first step to a successful home purchase is finding a trusted real estate consultant. This is someone who can help you
navigate your way through the each step (and hurdle) to finding the perfect home and negotiating a great deal.

Where to Find the Best Realtor

Your First Contact with a Realtor

Just as any type of business transaction, referrals are usually
the best way to find a trusted Realtor. Speaking with friends,
coworkers, and/or family members for a personal referral
to one of their previous Realtors
is a best practice. After almost 10
Tip: Using a real
years in the business, I work almost
estate agent is
exclusively through referrals from
free for the Buyer past clients, friends and social
so take advantage media connections. You’ll find
that when people really like their
of a Realtor’s
Realtor they are generally eager
to hand out that person’s name.
knowledge,
If your contact cannot seem to
experience and
remember their Realtor’s name
network.
they probably are not the real
estate agent for you.

That first meeting with your (potential) Realtor can be nerveracking; they are the industry professional and you’re an
inexperienced home buyer in an unfamiliar situation. In that
first conversation, work hard to get a good feel for who they
are as a person - if you aren’t immediately at ease, talk with
someone else. You are the person with the power at this stage
of the game. I constantly hear horror stories about Realtors;
the worst part is that the client ended up going through the
transaction with the bad Realtor instead of finding a more
competent professional. Don’t make the mistake of feeling
“stuck” with a bad Realtor. Real estate is a service industry,
expect satisfaction!

At the end of the day, you want to find a Realtor you trust and
are comfortable with. Do you own research by looking them
up on Google, Facebook or other social networks. If you can’t
find them by searching their name, that tends to be a bad
sign.

Realtor Characteristics
For the first time homebuyer, I highly suggest finding a
Gen-Y or Gen-X Realtor. Younger Realtors are more likely to
use the latest technology such as text messages, smartphones,
Facebook and other instant means of communication that
can make the process easier and help give you an edge over
other buyers.
Quality Realtors all tend to have similar characteristics:
•

Offers guidance and education

•

Communicates frequently and proactively

•

Delivers peace of mind

•

Exhibits intensive listening skills

Real estate is one of the most significant investments of your
life, so you want someone that has good communication
skills, works in the industry full-time and is committed to
helping you.
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Warning signs of a potentially questionable Realtor:
•

Realtor has been cited by the GA Real Estate
Commission

•

Not a Realtor with the National Association of Realtor
(membership in NAR shows a willingness to be held to
a more strict code of conduct than the state requires)

•

Realtor only works part-time and has another full-time
job

•

Realtor offers no advice or help throughout the process

•

Ignores your needs and constantly tries to upsell you,
or show you properties that don’t fit your needs

•

Lack of communication—Realtor doesn’t return
emails/phone calls/text promptly

Timeframe
Since this is the first step of the home buying process, it’s
safe to begin searching for the right Realtor at least 6 months
before your current living situation is up. Working this far in
advance is best because you are able to move at a pace you
are comfortable with, learn about the lending options, market
conditions, and the rest of the real estate process.

>>Next Step: Looking for the Perfect Home
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Looking For the Perfect Home
Now that you have a trusted Realtor in your back pocket, it’s time to discuss with them exactly what you are looking for in a
home – and what you DO NOT want in a home. Also, in the same discussion, determining the potential locations is a must
and will help the process be more efficient. As you’ll probably find, most people have a pretty good idea on these things
ahead of time, but talking to your Realtor to get a Multiple Listing Service started and getting everyone on the same page will
simplify the process.

Viewing Homes
When it’s finally time to hit the streets and actually view
homes, try not to see more than 10 at a time. Like anything,
the homes will all start to run together and you will begin
mixing them up. To help you remember them, I suggest
people create a pros and cons list for each home and give it an
overall score from 1-10.

Tip: Give each home a nickname if it helps you
remember each one. It will also help in quickly
referencing them when talking with a significant
other.
What to know about yourself when starting your search:
•

Level of maintenance and time you have to give to a
home

Frequently Asked Questions

•

Walkability of an area/neighborhood

“How many homes should I view?”

•

Schools

•

Size and floor plan

•

Location relative to where you work (and play!)

•

Parking situation

Lots of buyers find their perfect home on the first time out
and others feel better looking at a good variety of homes.
It is not unusual for a buyer to make a change with their
wants/needs as they see different amenities – don’t worry if
this causes a small delay in the process. Realize that almost
everyone has to compromise their list of wants when they do
find a home they love.

With an idea of your financial capabilities and answers to
the elements above, the only thing left to do is begin viewing
potential homes. It’s typically best to have your Realtor send
you a list of all the homes that meet your criteria and update
you as frequently as possible (most often daily).

>>Next Step: Mortgage Lenders and
Pre-Approvals

Tip: Your Realtor is going to have access to the
latest information on what is available on the
market while other sites often lag behind and
are outdated.
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Mortgage Lenders and Pre-Approvals; What You Need to Know
Once you’ve found a great Realtor, the next step in the home-buying process is finding someone to lend you the money to
purchase the home and securing a pre-approval.

What is a Pre-Approval?
The pre-approval process is pretty simple. The idea behind
pre-approval is to understand exactly how much a bank
would be willing to lend you to purchase a home. After
assessing your financial situation, the bank will come back
with a pre-approval; giving you an amount of money they
would be willing to lend you to buy a home.
A pre-approval, however, is NOT a guarantee that the bank
will lend you money. Once you have found a house, the bank
will require you to go through a loan application process,
normally requesting payment stubs, W-2s, bank statements,
and other various paperwork.
There is often a big difference in what people can afford, when
compared to what they are comfortable paying as a mortgage
each month. In addition, when you go to make an offer on
a home it helps to send along the pre-approval to show the
legitimacy of your interest in this particular home.

Types of Loans
Depending on how good your credit is, there are a couple of
different financing options.

FHA Loans
FHA (Federal Housing Administration) loans typically
require less down payment (as low as 3.5%); lower lending
guidelines and down payment monies can come as a gift from
a relative, nonprofit or government agency.

Elegance Realty, LLC© 2013
http://www.KemisDreamHomes.com

Insight: There were over 3,000,000 mortgage applications for
FHA loans in 2009 up from 1,800,000 in 2008.
The main advantage of a FHA loan is that the credit
credentials required for a first time borrower are not as strict
as conventional loans and thus have become popular with
younger buyers.

The Current Guidelines:
•

Credit Requirement: Borrowers typically need to
have a FICO credit score of 620-640 but with certain
situations and lenders you can go as low as 500 with an
increased down payment.

•

“Top Ratio” Requirement: New monthly house
expenses cannot exceed 29% of total income. Housing
expenses include principal and interest mortgage
payment, taxes and insurance (PITI).

•

“Bottom Ratio” Requirement: Complete monthly debt
- including house payment, credit card, car and student
loan payments - cannot exceed 41% of total monthly
income.

The above are general guidelines; realize that if you have
a little higher top ratio but excellent credit, lenders might
still approve you for a loan. FHA has many different types
of loans including fixed rate, variable rate, rehab, and
condominiums loans.
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Mortgage Lenders and Pre-Approvals; What You Need to Know
VA Loans

Who to Call

VA home loans are administered and guaranteed by the U.S.
Department of Veterans Affairs and offer buyers who have
served or are currently serving in the U.S. military the ability
to buy a primary home with no
money down. Another benefit is
Tip: Run, don’t
that the VA loans do not require
walk away from
the buyer to purchase private
mortgage insurance. If a seller is
any lender that
willing to pay closing costs, a VA
won’t put their
program is the best program for a
promises in
veteran who wants to buy a home
writing.
with little to no money down.

Realtors generally have loan officers and mortgage brokers
that they recommend and trust. Another source for financing
is your local credit union, or the bank that you use for
checking and savings. I always recommend people talk with
at least two lenders to compare rates and closing costs but
don’t do too much shopping around because a lot of credit
inquiries can ding your credit score. Any lender you talk with
should always give you a “good faith estimate” statement that
breaks down the type of loan, interest rate, APR and all the
costs.

Conventional Loans
A conventional loan typically requires a larger down payment
(20%) but you can go conventional with as little as 5% down.
If you can qualify for a conventional loan, it is most often
the best choice because conventional loans will get a more
competitive interest rate which saves you money over the life
of the loan and will lower upfront closing costs.

The Current Guidelines:
•

•

Credit Requirements: Lenders usually require a
minimum of a 620 credit score but the best loan rates
and lowest closing costs are given to someone with a
score above 720.

A quality Realtor will also be able to help you compare apples
to apples and make sure you understand the loan process. I
find that my clients always seem to get the best deal when
going with the people I recommend because I’ve worked hard
over the years to find the best in the business who offer the
best rates. Not only that, but deals with my preferred lenders
often go much more smoothly because everyone knows
what to expect and the lenders are working hard to maintain
a good relationship. Getting a pre-approval shouldn’t take
more than 30 minutes via the phone, or one meeting, it is
very easy and painless. Once you have your pre-approval, ask
your lender to forward a copy to your Realtor and the fun of
looking for a home begins.

>>Next Step: Writing An Offer

Debt to Income ratios normally run between 36%-45%
depending on credit, money in the bank and down
payment percentages.
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You Found the House: Writing the Offer
So you’ve found the perfect home and it is now time to write the offer. This is most often the step where most people get
uncomfortable and nervous. You’re about to make a huge commitment with a large sum of money, and writing an offer is to be
taken seriously.

While it does vary depending on your municipality, real
estate contracts are generally 10 pages long and include
information about price, financing, home inspections,
and possession and closing. It’s
important to realize that all real
Tip: It’s safe to
estate agents do not write their
assume that the
contracts the same. While the
seller is going to
outline of the contract is the same,
counter-offer,
we Realtors have the ability to
change the specifics within the
most often on
contract to meet our client’s needs
price, possession, and wishes. We all have our own
and closing date.
terms and best practices.

Understand it is a
process.

When making an offer on a house,
you are telling the seller the terms
that you would agree to buy the
house. Not surprisingly, there are quite a few contingencies
in a real estate contract. Here are some of the more popular
items, but this is not an exhaustive list:

Typical Contingencies
•

Attorney review

•

Financing

•

Inspections

•

Appraisal

•

Condo bylaws and rules review or deed restrictions
review

After writing an offer, you are giving the seller a certain
amount of time to respond to you, typically 24 hours. They
can either sign your offer, counter-offer (making any changes
they would like), or decline your offer.

Contract
Once you and the seller agree to the terms of the offer, you are
now “in contract.” At this point, the buyer should contact the
lender to start a loan application and schedule inspections on
the home. From contract to closing on the home depends on
the contract terms but is usually a 30-45 day time period.
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Home Inspections
Depending on the location and age of the home there are a
lot of inspections and testing that you can have done to your
(potential) new home. I always recommend that my clients
have a standard home inspection and pest inspection done.
Home inspection typically covers:
•

Roof, exterior elements, and structural elements

•

Electrical, plumbing, heating, cooling and appliances

•

Interior including windows, doors, fireplaces, and attic

•

Basements, sump pump, and crawl spaces

In addition, you can test septic systems, well water, lead-based
paint, radon, and mold just to name a few. You will be given a
time period once you are in contract to get your inspections
completed and then respond to the seller about any problems.
Assuming a major issue with the home, you have the ability
to rescind the contract; otherwise you can ask for moderate
structural or mechanical issues to be resolved by the seller or
ask for credit to take care of the items yourself.
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You Found the House: Writing the Offer
Tip: Realtors always have a list of home
inspectors that they recommend to help you
find someone. I suggest a home inspector with
a P.E., professional engineering license.
I always suggest my clients go to the home inspection because
it helps them learn about their new home and also lets them
see any potential problems first hand. As the buyer, you will
set up the home inspection with the home inspector, and he/
she will be able to access the home through the lockbox.
Once the home inspection is completed and you’ve negotiated
with the seller for any necessary repairs, you will have
very little to do besides wait for the lender to give you loan
commitment and complete some final paperwork.
Besides your down payment and closing costs, here are some
other costs that you can expect to pay upfront in the process.

Earnest money is like a deposit on an apartment. You are
putting this money up in good faith that you are going to
follow through with the transaction and buy the home. If
you are unable or unwilling to go forward with the purchase
because of one of the contingencies the money is given back
to you. If you decide to not move forward with buying the
home without a valid reason within the contract, the seller
will feel that it is their right to the earnest money for their
time and lost costs.
Tip: Don’t be surprised if the amount of ‘earnest’ money
fluctuates between Realtors. Many will determine the amount
based on the price of the home, other just have a standard
and don’t really have a rhyme or reason for the number.
That money is held in a bank account and given back to you
at closing.

>>Next Step: Closing

Out of Pocket Costs
•

Application fee with lender (depends on lender, average
is $300, usually refundable at closing)

•

Home inspections ($300-$500)

•

Earnest Money (depends on the transaction amount,
but I do a minimum of $500, refundable at closing)

Closing
Closing normally happens at a title company and takes about
an hour. Funding happens at closing, meaning money is dispersed to all the parties involved through the title company. The
title company is in charge of paying off the seller’s mortgage, taking your closing costs and down payment monies, and making
sure the seller and other parties get paid. They also take the mortgage and deed to the county recorder’s office to get the deed
changed and mortgage filed.
Once you’ve signed the paperwork, the home is legally yours and you will often times get the keys and be able to start
moving in. Sellers, though, often negotiate to have a few days to get out of the home after closing, so don’t be surprised if in
negotiations on a home, the seller asks for possession past the closing date.

Dear Reader,
Buying your first home should be both exciting and eye opening but it is importance to be prepared. Hopefully this step by
step guide will help take the scary out of the process and allow you to enjoy finding your new home. If you’re in central GA,
call me today at 678-757-5364 for help guiding you through the process of buying your first home and visit my blog for more
tips and tricks on buying a home.
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