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INTRO:  Why I wrote this book. 
After years of selling real estate, I still learn something new in every transaction and 

from every client.  But I find there is little information to educate home buyers, other 

than the occasional blog post or article. Sometimes these resources gloss over vitally 

important points. 

 

Buying real estate is a big deal.  It can’t be done carelessly and it is rarely without 

complications.  But the process can be simplified and you can be ready for it. 

 

My goal with this book is to make the whole task less daunting, take the mystery out of 

the process and answer questions I hear from home buyers on a regular basis.  I hope 

this guide helps you make sense out of the home buying process. 

 

Please note, I am licensed in Massachusetts.  The paperwork samples, rules and 

regulations are from my State, but the overall process should be similar in most of the 

United States. 

 

Intro to Real Estate: Who is Who 
 

Here are some terms you will read and hear.   

 

Buyer’s agent / buyer’s broker.  The real estate agent representing the buyer.  Also 

referred to as the selling agent once the transaction is closed. 

 

Listing agent.  The real estate agent representing the seller.  The “listing” is the home 

being sold. 

 

Real Estate Agency / Broker.  This is the real estate company in which the real 

estate agent works.  Mine is William Raveis Real Estate.  Other examples include 

Re/Max, Coldwell Banker, and Century 21. 

 

Dual Agent: Agent representing both the seller and the buyer. 

 

Designated Agency: Both the buyer’s agent and listing agent work in the same 

brokerage, but each agent represents his/her perspective client. 

 

Designated Agent: A designated agent works on your behalf – it’s your real estate 

agent.  The term is now used to clarify that it is not the whole real estate agency (real 

estate brokerage) which works for you, but only the agent within it. 

 

Realtor.  Real estate agents who are a part of the National Association of Realtors can 

be referred to as Realtors.  Not all real estate agents are Realtors. 
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Chapter 1: Are You Ready to Buy a Home? 
 

 

How do you know if you are ready to buy a home? It starts with a gut feeling, a deep 

desire that tells you that you’re ready. However, there are still a number of practical 

considerations to tackle before choosing to buy. 

 

Ask yourself the following questions: 

 

1. Will I be staying in the area where I want to buy for more than three years? 

While life can be unpredictable, you should at least feel reasonably secure that 

you won’t have to move any time soon. 

 

2. If I need to move, could I become a landlord if I can’t sell the home? This is an 

easy way to avoid financial trouble, since the tenants pay your mortgage. 

However, it comes with a host of new responsibilities and concerns that you 

may not be ready to deal with. 

 

3. Can I afford to live in an area I enjoy? The neighborhood matters just as much as 

the house does. In some neighborhoods, renting may be the only option within 

your reach. 

 

4. Do I have enough cash, either for a and a bit of a reserve? 

 

5. Can I qualify for a loan right now? 

 

If your financial situation is a bit of a mess, speak with a mortgage broker, or a credit 

repair specialist.  They will give you guidance on the best ways to financially prepare for 

homeownership and on how to increase your credit score. 

 

You can start taking steps on the journey towards homeownership simply by cleaning up 

your finances today. 

 

Finally, you want to take a look at the market prices. Speak with a real estate agent or 

follow a good newsletter to learn the direction of the market.  If the market is falling, 

you may want to wait for it to stabilize.  If the market is rising quickly, you may want to 

move quickly. 

 

But ultimately, buying a home should be timed around your personal needs and your 

financial ability.  With the help of a quality real estate agent, you will be able to secure 

the best deal in the current market. 
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Upgrading / Downsizing 
 

So you’re already a home owner, but things have been feeling a little bit cramped lately. 

Is it time to trade up to a bigger home? 

 

Maybe, maybe not. Ask yourself the following questions. 

 

1. Can I afford it? A larger home is going to come with a larger monthly mortgage 

payment, bigger utility bills, and higher property taxes. 

 

2. Why do I need to move right now?  

 

3. If I need to move because I need more room, is it because the house is too 

small, or do I just have too much stuff? Sometimes lifestyle decisions can make a 

large house feel cramped. Could you achieve the same thing with some judicious 

de-cluttering and reorganizing? 

 

Even someone who is downsizing has plenty of tough questions to ask, even though 

downsizing seems like it would save money no matter what. Ask yourself: 

 

1. Is this the right time to sell the current home, and to buy a new one? 

 

2. Should I buy a new home, or is it time to be a renter again for a time? 

 

3. Should I sell my home, or should I hold on to it and become a landlord? 

 

Only you can answer these questions. A real estate agent can guide some of your 

reasoning, but your decisions should be made independently and logically. After all, you 

are the one who must ultimately live with the end results of these decisions. 

 

 

Buying and Selling Simultaneously 
 

Selling your old home while buying a new one is definitely a tricky proposition. Few 

people can manage to keep up with two mortgages at the same time, or even to pay for 

the new house if they don’t have the proceeds from the old house in hand. 

 

You may consider and hear advice about buying a home with a contingency to sell your 

own home.   
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A contingency to sell your home is a common way to protect you when buying and selling 

simultaneously. You make an offer with a contingency on an accepted offer, purchase and 

sale, or closing of the condo you are selling. 

 

 

In a sellers’ market, you will ruin any chance of securing a property with this 

contingency.  Sellers will have multiple buyers to choose from.  

 

Even in a buyers’ market, your contingency represents a big risk for them, one that they 

are not going to want to get involved with. 

 

Regardless of the market, this situation can be complicated for you as well. 

 

You’re going to need to work on selling first. Then, you’re going to want to buy quickly, 

almost at the moment you have a Purchase and Sale agreement in hand. You need to 

make sure you hire a Realtor who can protect your interests, both as a buyer, and as a 

seller. Working with an agent will also keep you nimble enough to move quickly.  

 

Setting a flexible closing date can also buy you some time to find your new home.  Ask 

the buyer for a long closing date if you haven’t found a property while yours was on 

market.   

 

In a buyer’s market, when a home sits on market for a while, home owners may be 

excited to have an offer, even with a contingency to sell your home.  Finding the flexible 

seller who does not need to move immediately is key. 

 

Having a place to go will make you flexible for demanding buyers.  Your offer will seem 

much stronger.   

 

Either way, you will have to stay very flexible in order to make this happen. You’ll need 

to be prepared for bumps in the road.  

 

Keep your sense of humor. Your journey may feel less than ideal at times, but truly 

experienced Realtors guide people through this transition all the time, and we’re here 

to help you. You’ll be fine, as long as you don’t try to do this all by yourself.  

 

 

Starting Your Journey 
There are two crucial steps when you begin your home buying process, and the sooner 

you do them, the better. 

 

You need to have your financial ability to purchase examined, and you need to find a 

trustworthy guide. 
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Pre-Approval 
 

Unless you’re buying your new home in cash, pre-approval should always be your first 

step. This is true even if you already own your home.  

 

A good mortgage broker will help you determine what you need to do in order to 

move into the type of home that you desire. As previously mentioned, you may need to 

work to get your financial house in order before you can proceed. 

 

Here are a few of the things you will discuss with your mortgage broker: 

 

 

 Your income and assets. 

 Your credit score—and how to improve it, if necessary. 

 The monthly payment you can afford. 

 Whether you can buy a new home before you sell your old home. 

 How to use the equity in your old home to help you purchase your new home. 

 

Pre-approval will strengthen any offers you try to make on your new home. Pre-

approval convinces sellers that you are serious and eliminates any risk that the deal 

might not go through. It also tells you how much house you can afford.  

 

Remember, pre-qualification is not the same thing as pre-approval. Pre-qualification uses 

information you provided to calculate how much you can afford. It’s used as a marketing 

tool so that lenders can entice you into entering the pre-approval process. It is also a 

weaker letter to present with an offer than a pre-approval letter, and may be 

disregarded by the listing agent. 

 

The pre-approval process delves deeply into your financial records, income, and assets 

to get a full picture of whether or not you are ready for a mortgage. It includes a credit 

check and asset verification.   

 

 

Hiring a Real Estate Agent 
 

A home buyer almost always ends up writing offers through a real estate agent, and with 

a buyer’s broker. However, buyers rarely systematically look for a buyer’s agent. 

 

That means many buyers end up working with someone they didn’t necessarily choose, 

or who doesn’t fit their needs.  
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By contrast, home sellers almost always interview real estate agents before they begin 

work. They know that their choice of an agent will make a huge difference to the 

success of their sale.  

 

The process of finding a good buyer’s agent is not a quick one. It can take several 

months to locate the right agent. Don’t be shy about asking for help long before you feel 

ready to start writing offers. 

 

Do yourself a favor: interview and hire a buyer’s agent early in the process, so that this 

professional may help you find answers to all of your real estate questions as you 

complete the home purchase process. Your choice of buyer’s agent makes a huge 

difference to the success of your purchase, too. 

 

So what does a buyer’s agent do, exactly?  
 

It is not only about finding your home. That used to be the main agent’s role. Today, it’s 

easy enough for you to find homes you want to see, and visit open houses.   

 

Yet even though finding homes is simpler, the purchase process has gotten more 

complex. A buyer’s agent guides you through this process and manages the transaction.  

 

That means a buyer’s agent has to understand the real estate market overall as well as 

the inventory of homes on the market.  

 

The buyer’s agent should also understand the mortgage market and the financing 

process. Finally, we buyer’s agents also have to understand the legal matters 

surrounding home purchases, even though we’re not lawyers and cannot offer legal 

advice.  

 

In short, a good buyer’s agent guides you through the home buying process from 

beginning to end while representing your interests. This means that you will probably 

save money on your home purchase.  
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Buyer Agent’s Commission 
 

Many people believe that working without a buyer’s agent will save them money, but 

this just isn’t the case. Here in Massachusetts the buyer’s agent’s compensation is 

already included in the sale price of the home.  

 

In fact, you can find the buyer’s agent compensation posted on the multiple listing 

service entry for each home.  

 

How does a buyer’s agent get paid? 
 

A listing contract between a broker and a home seller includes a commission clause. 

The commission is to be split between the seller’s agent and the buyer’s agent. Note 

that “FSBO” (For Sale by Owner) sellers usually offer a commission to buyers.  

How does a buyer agent save me money? 

Having a buyer’s agent gives you negotiating power. A buyer’s agent can leverage in-

depth knowledge of the real estate market to get you the best possible price. The 

buyer’s agent also has the experience to spot big problems so that you can navigate 

away from disasters and avoid paying too much money for your home. This negotiation 

process doesn’t just take place at the offer stage. The buyer will look out for your best 

interests after inspection and throughout the whole transaction as well. This means 

you’ll make better decisions which will ultimately save you both time and money. 

Ironically, homebuyers without an agent have a tendency to overpay for homes and 

make costly mistakes during the transaction.    

 What happens if the seller’s commission is less than the buyer agency 

contract’s? 

In the unlikely event that the offered buyer’s agency compensation is less than what has 

been agreed upon in the contract we have several options, including writing the buyer’s 

agent’s compensation into the offer so that it is the seller’s responsibility and paying the 

difference at closing directly. 

 

You truly have the power to make a great choice, and to find someone who you trust. 

Someone who works both as an experienced buyer and an experienced seller may be 

the best choice of all, since many people make multiple real estate transactions 

throughout the course of their lives. This means developing a relationship with someone 

who can handle all of your real estate needs, both now and in the future. 

Buyer Agent’s Commission 
 

Many people believe that working without a buyer’s agent will save them money, but this just 

isn’t the case. Here in Massachusetts the buyer’s agent’s compensation is already included in 

the sale price of the home.  

 

In fact, you can find the buyer’s agent compensation posted on the multiple listing service 

entry for each home.  

 

How does a buyer’s agent get paid? 
 

A listing contract between a broker and a home seller includes a commission clause. The 

commission is to be split between the seller’s agent and the buyer’s agent. Note that “FSBO” 

(For Sale by Owner) sellers usually offer a commission to buyers.  

How does a buyer agent save me money? 

Having a buyer’s agent gives you negotiating power. A buyer’s agent can leverage in-depth 

knowledge of the real estate market to get you the best possible price. The buyer’s agent 

also has the experience to spot big problems so that you can navigate away from disasters 

and avoid paying too much money for your home. This negotiation process doesn’t just take 

place at the offer stage. The buyer will look out for your best interests after inspection and 

throughout the whole transaction as well. This means you’ll make better decisions which will 

ultimately save you both time and money. 

Ironically, homebuyers without an agent have a tendency to overpay for homes and make 

costly mistakes during the transaction.    

 What happens if the seller’s commission is less than the buyer agency contract’s? 

In the unlikely event that the offered buyer’s agency compensation is less than what has been 

agreed upon in the contract we have several options, including writing the buyer’s agent’s 

compensation into the offer so that it is the seller’s responsibility and paying the difference at 

closing directly. 

 

You truly have the power to make a great choice, and to find someone who you trust. 

Someone who works both as an experienced buyer and an experienced seller may be the 

best choice of all, since many people make multiple real estate transactions throughout the 

course of their lives. This means developing a relationship with someone who can handle all 

of your real estate needs, both now and in the future. 
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Questions to Ask a Buyer’s Agent 
 

The role of the buyer’s agent is to advise, consult, guide, and oversee your home buying 

process. As a buyer’s agent, my job is to ensure your interests are represented and 

protected. 

 

Here are six questions that you should ask me (or any other buyer’s agent you’re 

thinking about hiring). 

 

1. How long have you been working as a buyer’s agent? Experience does matter. 

 

2. Have you worked in our area before? Every market is a little bit different, and 

differences between local markets can have a big impact on your negotiating 

power. If the buyer’s agent doesn’t know the area then he or she may miss those 

opportunities. 

 

3. Have you helped many people like us, or with our specific needs? If you’re selling 

and purchasing at the same time, for example, then you want an agent who has 

handled transitions like yours in the past. 

 

4. What are some places you think we should look at, or properties we may not 

have considered? A good agent will be able to give you alternatives, and will 

show you markets that might not be on your radar yet. 

 

5. How are you compensated? There should not be any up-front fees or charges. 

 

6. Do we need to sign a buyer’s agent contract? Do not sign a contract without 

being 100% sure this agent will do the best job for you.  An agent who pushes a 

contract immediately is putting the cart before the horse.  But expect to sign a 

contract, either a short term contract, or after a “trial” period with the agent. 
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Buyer Beware: The agent who doesn’t have a contract has minimal 

obligations to you, and doesn’t take what they do seriously. You should 

also be careful about agents who demand long-term contracts right 

away. That agent does not understand that you need to get to know 

one another before plunging into a long term commitment. Do yourself 

a favor. Sign a contract with short terms, and then extend that contract 

if and only if you enjoy working with the buyer’s agent. 

 

 

 

 

Once you select a buyer’s agent he or she will have a fiduciary obligation towards you, 

the client. This means that you can expect the highest standard of care. Once the 

contract is signed, the agent has a legal duty to put your interest before his or her 

personal interests. Loyalty is demanded, and at no point may the buyer’s agent profit 

from your position as a fiduciary unless you consent. We don’t get paid unless you close 

on a home that you’re satisfied with, and you will have a clear understanding of the 

commission payment that will be issued to us when that happens. 

 

 

Buyer Agency Contract and Agency Disclosure 
 

The buyer’s agent does not work for you until you sign a buyer’s agency contract. In 

picture 1 you’ll find a sample contract. The contract will include an agency disclosure, 

which spells out who the agent represents in the prospective transaction.  

 

The options are “buyer’s agent,” “seller’s agent,” “disclosed dual agent,” and 

“facilitator.” Most home buyers will want a buyer’s agent; a disclosed dual agent 

represents both parties and so cannot give you undivided loyalty, and a facilitator 

doesn’t represent either party, and so can only act as a sort of mediator between you 

and the seller.  You may receive the disclosure either via e-mail before your first 

showing, or upon your first meeting.  

 

At your first meeting, the buyer’s agent should focus on three primary duties: 

 

1. He or she should take the time to fully discuss the role of the buyer’s agent and 

to discuss any questions you might have. 
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Buyer Beware: Agents who fail to provide you with an agency 

disclosure before they show you even a single property are violating the 

rules and regulations of the Commonwealth.  
 

2. He or she should encourage you to get pre-approval if you don’t already have it. 

A buyer’s agent can also usually recommend a mortgage broker.  

 

3. The buyer’s agent should ask many questions to learn what you need so that he 

or she can help you better. 

 

 

Once you’ve hired a buyer’s agent and have been pre-approved for a mortgage it’s time 

to start searching for your new home 
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Sample Mandatory Licensee Relationship Disclosure: 
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. 

 

Real Estate Agent’s Role at This Stage: 

 Meet to discuss your needs 

 Recommend a mortgage broker if you haven’t started working with someone 

 Educate you on the market and the process 

 If meeting at a property, provide you with a Massachusetts Mandatory Licensee-

Consumer Relationship Disclosure 

 Educate you on the role and nature of a buyer agent 

 

Task List: 

 Interview potential Buyer Agents 

 Hire a buyer’s agent 

 Work with a bank or mortgage company for a pre-approval. 
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Ruth Lerner’s Team Difference: Sign-up for my Local Housing Newsletter for any 

town in Massachusetts.  You’ll receive monthly updates of housing market stats.  Find your 

no-nonsense report at: http://www.ruthmalkinlerner.com/sign-up-for-my-incredible-

newsletter/ 

 

Chapter 2: Finding the Right Home 

 

As you start your home search, you will get a sense of the trends impacting your local 

market.  News updates regularly talk about the housing market, and you will hear 

updates about national trends often. 

 

But the national trends usually have little to do with the trend in the market where you 

are looking to buy.  The best way to learn, is to follow the home sales in your 

neighborhood. 

 

Learning the Market 
 

Some real estate agents have market update newsletters which contain local 

information. For example, our newsletter lets you request data on any Massachusetts 

municipality so that you can receive monthly updates on market trends within that area. 

 

 

When discussing the market with your buyer’s agent, here are a few good questions to 

ask. 

 

1. Is it a buyer’s market, or a seller’s market? 

 

2. How fast are houses selling? 

 

3. Is there usually some room to negotiate the price? 

 

4. How can you help me ensure I do not overpay for a home? 

 

I like to use a matrix to explain the market to my clients. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

http://www.ruthmalkinlerner.com/sign-up-for-my-incredible-newsletter/
http://www.ruthmalkinlerner.com/sign-up-for-my-incredible-newsletter/
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Days on 

Market 

 
Price 

Trend 

 
Buyer’s 

Negotiation 

 
Difference between 

Asking Price and 
Selling Price 

 

Buyer’s Market 

 

UP 

 

DOWN 

 

UP 

 

Selling Price Lower than 
Asking Price 

 

Seller’s Market 

 

DOWN 

 

UP 

 

DOWN 

 

Selling Price HIGHER 
than Asking Price 

 
Neutral Market 

 
Depends 

on Pricing 

 
Even, usually 

in step with 
inflation and 

interest 
rates 

 
Some 

 
Depends on Pricing 

 

 

Sellers can list a home for any price that they want, but buying a home is not like 

walking into a department store and buying a shirt. The home will ultimately sell for the 

price that you and the seller agree upon. 

 

In a buyer’s market, you may be able to make an offer for 10% or more below the 

asking price and have that offer accepted. In a seller’s market, the seller can afford to 

hold out for something a lot closer to the asking price.  

 

In some markets, buyers will have to offer more than the asking price to get their hands 

on a particular home, since the seller will be entertaining multiple offers. In a neutral 

market, a lot more will depend on the asking price, the neighborhood, the market, the 

condition of the house, or any other point which the buyer’s agent can use to negotiate 

a good deal in your favor. Those issues will come into play during a negotiation in either 

market, but in a neutral market the best deal usually goes to the best negotiator, period. 
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Buyer Beware: You need to avoid working with agents who seem 

to have difficulty understanding market trends. If your Realtor doesn’t 

have enough knowledge to use the market to your advantage then 

you’re going to miss out on great listings in a seller’s market, or you’ll 

wind up overpaying for a home in a buyer’s market. 
 

Ruth Lerner Team Difference: In 2014, a fierce seller’s market, when inventory was 

low and multiple offers were ramped, all of our home buying clients found a home. There 

were four reasons for this: 

 A commitment to staying ahead of the market trend 

 Experience in writing and negotiating winning offers 

 Guiding buyers in the opposite direction of the herd, and uncovering gems 

overlooked by the rest of the market. 

 Never relying solely on MLS to find homes for buyers.  Many of our sales were “off 

market.” 

 

 

 

 

You should also beware of agents who try to use national real estate statistics to 

understand the local market. What’s going on in California has little bearing on the 

housing market here in Massachusetts. Make sure your Realtor gives you local real 

estate updates. 

 

 

Once you understand the market it’s time to begin your search in earnest. 

 

 

Multiple Listing Service and ONLINE Services. 
 

A home search usually begins on the MLS database. MLS stands for “Multiple Listing 

Service.” It is a database shared by real estate agents that contains listing information.  

 

MLS: Once someone lists a home with a real estate agent to sell that agent must enter 

it into the MLS database within 24 hours, unless the seller grants him or her permission 

to do otherwise. You can receive MLS updates as often as every 15 minutes so that you 

can catch new listings which come on the market and suit the criteria that you’ve 

defined with your agent.  Once daily usually suffices. 

 

The only way to receive MLS service is through a real estate agent (which serves as yet 

another excellent reason to hire a buyer’s agent). 
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Ruth Lerner Team Difference:  One method is to use a Lifestyle Search. This is easy. 

For Boston area Real Estate just go to ruthmalkinlerner.com. Search for the homes which 

best suit your lifestyle, which make you smile, and which are in neighborhoods you want to 

live in. 

 

 

Zillow & Trulia: There are plenty of Internet databases (Zillow, Trulia, etc.) containing 

information about various homes that are up for sale. However, these update quite a bit 

slower than the MLS does (there’s a 24-48 hour lag). Sometimes the information they 

receive is incomplete. 

 

In addition, there is no “under agreement” status for listings with accepted offers, and 

these sites often do not update their properties as “sold” for many months. That means 

you’ll spend an awful lot of time looking at (and perhaps falling in love with) inventory 

which isn’t even available. 

 

This means if you rely on these services you may miss the home of your dreams, 

because you won’t be able to jump on it with an offer fast enough.  

 

Apps: Apps like Zillow, Trulia, Realtor, Redfin, and Raveis can all be helpful, but again, 

you don’t want to rely on them. Their information lag means you are missing an open 

house an agent only entered into MLS, but not these systems.  

 

Make sure that you’re not missing out on an open house by checking with your buyer’s 

agent. Your agent will be able to get an up to date open house schedule, and will be able 

to ensure that you don’t waste any time on a home that has already been sold. 

 

 

Local Agent Webistes: You can also search agent websites. Finding real estate agents 

online is a great way to start a local search. It’s also a great way to find a real estate 

agent to hire. Make sure the website is up to date—you don’t want to work with any 

agent whose website is an outdated relic. 

 

However, you’re never going to find the right home by looking at e-mail alerts from the 

MLS service. It’s important to get to know the market.  

 

The best way to learn the market is to visit homes. I suggest choosing an area of 

interest, such as Brookline or Newton, and then visiting five open houses in that area on 

a Sunday afternoon. Make sure that you take note of the differences in these homes, and 

the differences in the asking price. 

 

../../../../Rane/Google%20Drive/ruthmalkinlerner.com
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Changing Direction 
 

If your search isn’t going well then it’s time to either narrow your search, expand it, or 

change it altogether. Work with your buyer’s agent to re-define your search. Often, 

buyers are stuck on an idea of where to live, or type of home, but simply can’t afford it 

yet.  

 

It is important to look for affordable alternatives which offer the amenities which are 

most important to you. 

 

This is actually a natural part of the process. Many buyers start out by looking for a 

single family house only to end up with a townhouse. Or they start looking for a house 

in Newton and buy in Arlington, a one bedroom condo in South End and buy a two 

bedroom in South Boston instead. There are many variables in a home search, so be 

flexible to new ideas, locations, and types of homes. It never hurts to go and take a look. 

 

Most of all, stay open to your Realtor’s suggestions. This may open the door to 

thinking about your search in a brand new way, and it may help you find your true 

dream home that much faster.  

 

 

Submitting an Offer 
 

How do you know when you’re ready to submit an offer? 

 

First, you’ve got all of your financial ducks in a row. The last thing you want to do is 

make an offer only to find that your financing has fallen through for one reason or 

another. 

 

Second, you’ve found a home that you really like. The home is within your price range, 

is in a neighborhood that you love, and fits your family’s needs at this time. 

 

Finally, you just feel ready. 

 

What does “ready” feel like? 

 

It doesn’t necessarily mean that you’re calm. Purchasing a home is a stressful process, 

even if you’ve done it before. However, you are ready to put down an offer when you 

know that you really are doing the right thing. Ask yourself, “If I make this offer and it’s 

accepted, will that be a good thing?” The offer is a legal contract. If the seller accepts it 

you really are committing to buy this home, so make sure the answer is “yes!” 

 

Writing an offer is also a process which entails research and a lot of paperwork.  
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Ruth Lerner Team Difference:  We meet face to face to write an offer, unless you are a 

seasoned buyer.  Before a price is written into the offer, the home is carefully analyzed in 

today’s market using recent sales, current trends and any information that can be gathered.   

 

 

Prior to writing the offer you will want to work with your agents on the price you want 

to offer and the dates for the closing. These are the two most important items—the 

ones the seller is going to consider first, before he or she looks at any other conditions 

in the offer. 

 

There are five pieces of paper in the offer.  

 

1. Offer to Purchase. 

 

The Offer is a two page form which you will fill out with your agent. Your agent will 

write it, but you will need to make the financial decisions and the timing decisions as a 

team. The deadlines which you choose are very important. Once the offer is signed you 

will need to move forward with the conditions you have outlined in it. 

 

The offer may include contingencies. You are basically saying that you’re going to buy 

the house if certain conditions are met. Common contingencies include: 

 

 Satisfactory inspection 

 Financing approval 

 If buying a condo, condominium document review 

 

You should put any other provisions that you can think of into the offer. Don’t wait!  

 

 

 

2. Agency disclosure.  

 

You and your buyer’s agent have already signed this piece of paper, but the seller’s agent 

will want to see it. I’m not talking about the contract here. I’m simply talking about the 

document which outlines the agent’s relationship to you as the buyer’s agent. 

 

3. Lead Paint Disclosure  

 

If the home was built before 1978. In Massachusetts, the lead paint laws are a bit 

complicated. Agents can spend more time discussing lead paint than the offer itself! The 

seller must disclose if there is lead in the home. You must decide if you are willing to buy 
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a home with lead paint in it. If so, you need to acknowledge that you’ve received the 

paperwork.  

 

You will have the option to have a lead paint test, and you will need to decide before 

submitting the offer.  Your agent is obligated  to provide you with a pamphlet about the 

Massachusetts lead laws, and the paperwork from the home seller.   

 

4. Pre-approval letter.  

 

This is yet another reason why you want to secure pre-approval before you start 

looking for a house. This may be done after the offer is signed or before, depending on 

the number of offers on the table, but we usually send it over along with the offer to 

purchase to strengthen the offer and to show the seller that you have the means to 

complete the purchase. 

 

5. A copy of a check.  

 

To bind the offer you will need to write a $1,000 check made out to the listing 

brokerage firm, who will hold the money in escrow. If the offer is delivered 

electronically then a copy of the check can be sent over with the account number 

hidden. 

 

At this point, we enter a negotiation phase. Both parties must be happy with the terms 

of the offer before it can proceed. This process can be complicated, and may take 

several days. Should the seller accept the offer then you can move forward into the next 

phase of the buying process. 
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Sample Offer to Purchase 
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Buyer agent’s role at this stage 

 Learn your preferences and help you focus your search more 

 Show you homes which you may not have considered 

 Provide you with MLS updates 

 Book and escort you to private showings and open houses 

 Provide you with market data to accelerate your understanding of market 

trends. 

 Work with you to craft the best terms and conditions for the offer. 

 Write your offer. 

 Review all of the offer’s clauses and contingencies. 

 Present the offer to the seller’s agent, and possibly to the seller. 

 Create a market price analysis for the homes you choose. 

 Represent you in the negotiation of the price and other terms of the offer. 

 

 

Task List: 

 Learn the general market trends in your area of choice 

 Communicate needs, wants and questions with your agent 

 Visit homes 

 Stay open to suggestions 

 Work with your agent on the offer, deciding on price, closing time, and other 

terms and conditions 

 Stay calm during negotiations, take nothing personally 
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Chapter 3: Accepted Offer to Closing 
 

Congratulations, your offer was accepted.  Now what?  

 

Expect your real estate agent, mortgage broker, and attorney to start throwing a lot of 

information at you. The next ten days are critical, so take a deep breath. Here 

we go. 

 

First order of business: enter all the important dates into your calendar.  Your agent should 

stay on top of all these days, as they are critical. 

 

 When is inspection, and when does the inspection contingency expire (usually 

within a day or two of inspection)? 

 When is Purchase and Sale due (you will have to deposit 5% of purchase price 

upon signing this document)? 

 When is your loan commitment due? This date is critical. 

 When is the closing?  You will need to bring the rest of the payment for the 

home, and you will sign the mortgage, as well as receive keys. 

 

Once the important dates are in the calendar, you will book the inspection and then 

hire an attorney.  Your buyer’s agent will be able to recommend these professionals and 

it is often a good idea to trust these referrals, if you trust your agent. 

 

You are now building the team around you: Real Estate Agent, Mortgage Broker, 

Inspector, Attorney.  Everyone should be working together to help you achieve your 

goal.  See table 1. 
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Table 1: Building You Team 

 

 

  Inspector Attorney Mortgage Broker 
Real Estate 

Agent 

Role 

Check the home 
for defects, 

educate you about 
the home 

Write P&S, explain 

legal aspects of real 
estate, answer your 

questions, prepare 
for closing, guide 

you through closing 

Oversee the bank’s 
processing of your 

loan.  You will likely 
also be in touch 

with the Processor. 

Manage the process, 

answer your 
questions. 

How to 

Find 

Friend, agent 

recommendation 

Agent 
recommendations 

usually work best 

Friend, agent 
recommendation, 

Your bank. 

Online resources, 

friend, open houses 

Works 

with… 
You, agent 

Mortgage broker, 

agent, you, seller’s 
attorney 

Attorney, agent Everyone 

Notes 

You pay the 

inspection fee 
directly to the 

inspector.  The 
report is your 
property. 

Ensure you hire a 

real estate attorney.  
Do not be shy about 

either taking or 
rejecting the agent’s 
recommendation.  

Do not just go after 

lowest rate.  Rules 
and regulations 

prevent real estate 
agents benefit from 

recommending a 
lender. 

Even though you 

will see little of 
your agent after the 

inspection, there is 
a lot of work 
behind the scenes. 
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Inspection 
 

Conducting an inspection will be your next step after the offer is accepted. The 

inspection can take several hours, depending on the size of the home. You will typically 

be responsible for paying the inspector’s fees. 

 

When the inspector has completed the work he or she will present you with an 

inspection report. If any part of the inspection is unsatisfactory then the terms of the 

offer can be renegotiated. For example, the inspection might reveal that you’ll need to 

replace the roof on the home very soon. You can try to negotiate the offer so the seller 

pays for a roof replacement before you purchase the home, or so that the price of the 

home is lowered to take the price of a new roof into account. 

 

 

Purchase and Sale 
 

Once these negotiations are complete the buyer and seller will sign a Purchase and Sale 

Agreement (P&S). This agreement should be finalized within a week or two after the 

inspection. Attorneys work together to write and negotiate this agreement for the 

buyer and the seller.  

 

Upon signing the Purchase and Sale you will provide a check for the balance of the 

escrow deposit, usually 5% of purchase price minus $1,000.  Make this check out to the 

listing agent, as you did the first deposit check. 

 

This document outlines the following: 

 

 A detailed description of the property. 

 What is included in the sale (appliances, fixtures, etc.) 

 Any encroachments or easements. For example, if the seller’s neighbor built a 

fence years ago which edges over the property line this is something that needs 

to be disclosed to you before you sign the P&S. 

  The sale price agreed upon after inspection. 

  Mortgage and appraisal contingencies, as well as any other outstanding 

contingences.  

 Title search contingency. You’ll want to be sure that the seller actually has the 

power to sell the home—i.e., the home doesn’t have any liens on it. 

 Seller and buyer responsibilities. 

 What happens if either party can’t perform his or her responsibilities. 
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Buyer Beware: Appraisals issues.  When the appraisal is less 

than the price buyers feel they are overpaying.  But low appraisals are 

common in a rapidly rising market with low inventory.  A low 

appraisal may signify you are coming into a boom market early.  The 

opposite is true.  A high appraisal may lead you to think you are 

getting a good deal.  It may be true, but it may also signify a market is 

taking a turn.  Remember, buyers make the market, appraisals lag 

behind the market. 
 

Loan Processing 
 

Appraisal: The bank will send an independent appraiser to conduct a formal evaluation 

of the property. The purpose of the appraisal is to have an unattached, objective view of 

the current market value of the property. Appraisals are done using specific formulas 

which compare the subject property to recent sales. 

 

You will not meet the appraiser, but your should receive the appraisal in the mail.  The 

mortgage company will receive it as well.  Unless there is a problem, it is likely it will 

not be discussed.   

An appraisal value below the purchase price can cause the bank to reject your loan, 

unless you can pay the difference between the two prices in cash, or the seller reduces 

the price. This may call for more negotiations between the buyer’s agent and the selling 

agent, especially in a seller’s market, in which appraisals frequently fall short of the 

purchase price. This is one of the reasons why sellers frequently prefer cash buyers 

when they have the option to work with them. 

 

If the home is appraised for a higher amount than you’re paying then you’ve paid a good 

price and you’ve negotiated well. This can also happen in a buyer’s market.  

 

 

Underwriting: Once all the necessary documents are in hand, you file is sent to 

underwriting for review.  This is when your loan will be approved.  It is also possible the 

underwriter will request more documents or explanations of various details. 

 

The next important date is your mortgage commitment date. This is one of the most 

important days in the whole process if you are taking a mortgage. 

 

The finance contingency will typically expire on a certain date, and this will be outlined 

in the P&S agreement. This deadline protects you in case the bank does not approve 

your loan. If the bank rejects your application you will need to notify the agent and your 

attorney in order to recover your $1,000 escrow check. If you miss the deadline and 

your loan is rejected, you risk losing the whole deposit; 5% of the purchase price.  
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Issues are rare, but the ramifications are big enough to make paying attention essential.  

 

Insurance: You will need to buy home owner’s insurance—even if you are purchasing 

a condo! The condominium association will typically have a master insurance policy 

which covers the building and the common area, but not the inside of your unit. Buy the 

insurance to cover whatever the master insurance does not cover. 

 

 

Pre-Closing 
 

Once this process is complete and the mortgage is approved, you’ll be ready to move 

on to the closing. At the closing, the seller signs the deed and the buyer signs the 

mortgage paperwork. Closing day is the day you receive the keys to your new home! 

You can now heave a big sigh of relief.  

 

A few days before closing you will be presented by the attorney with the HUD 

statement, which is a debit-credit statement of the financials in the transaction.  The 

condo fees and taxes should be pro-rated here, you will see the breakdown of all your 

closing costs.   

 

The exact closing costs and down-payment balance will be given to you once the HUD 

statement is approved by both attorneys.  You will need a bank / cashier’s check for this 

amount.  

 

Hours, or perhaps one day prior closing, you will have a walk-through.  During this time, 

you need to look for the following: 

 

 Seller made the repairs you agreed upon as part of the deal 

 Seller completely vacated the property  

 Seller left the property in the condition you saw it / agreed upon, meaning there 

are no new problems. 

 Feel free to test appliances quickly, open closets and cupboards, sheds and 

garage. 

 Ensure garage door openers and the like were left behind 
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Ruth Lerner Team Difference: Sometimes obsessing over detail is a good thing.  

Especially when it is to ensure your deposit is not in jeopardy, and to explain every step. 

Upon an accepted offer you will receive: 

 Detailed timeline of what happens when (and why) 

 Recommended resources needed for the transaction 

 An unwavering commitment to your thorough understanding and satisfaction with 

the process.  

 

Closing 
 

A closing can be one of the most uneventful, even boring, meetings you will ever attend.  

But if it is undramatic, be grateful you’ve come to a successful conclusion of your home 

purchase transaction. 

 

You will meet your attorney, the attorney representing the bank (which is likely one 

person), your agent, the listing agent, and maybe the sellers.  The bulk of the time is 

dedicated to you signing the mortgage and related disclosures. 

 

The deed will be signed by the seller.  You are officially the homeowner once the sale 

was recorded in the local County’s registry of deeds, which may be up to a few hours 

after you finished signing. 
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During this process, your buyer’s agent should: 
 

 Oversee and manage the whole process. 

 Consult with you at every decision point to make sure what happens reflects 

your wishes and needs. 

 Relay information from the seller and the seller’s broker. 

 Assist you in making decisions about negotiations, including handling counter 

offers. 

 Advise you on whether or not it’s time to walk away from the deal. 

 Review issues uncovered during the inspection. 

 Assist you in finding the appropriate repair people for quotes as necessary. 

 Present any concerns to the seller and seller’s agent. 

 Schedule and accompany you to the pre-close property walk-through. 

 Accompany you to the closing. 

 

 

 

Task List: 

 Provided requested information to lender in a timely fashion 

 Hire Inspector and review inspection report 

 Relay any inspection concerns to your agent within a day 

 If purchasing a condo, review condominium documents, especially the budget, 

minutes and rules and regulations of the building.   

 Ask questions! 

 Review and sign P&S, providing a check for the deposit 

 Coordinate with your attorney as to when and where the closing will take place 

 Attend walk through and closing. 
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Chapter 4: Home Ownership 
 

Now that you own the home you must be aware of your responsibilities so that you can 

create a plan for handling them effectively. 

 

Impact on your Finances 
 

First, you need to be aware of how home ownership is going to impact your finances. 

Your credit score will likely increase a few months after the sale, but don’t accept all 

those new credit card offers just yet. 

 

Your first and primary responsibility is to ensure that you never miss a mortgage 

payment. That is the quickest way to turn the dream of home ownership into a 

nightmare. 

 

Always read your mortgage documents and bills. If your mortgage is sold to another 

financial institution it is your responsibility to pay attention to when and where you will 

send these payments. 

 

 

Real Estate Taxes 
 

Next, you need to be very sure that you’re receiving your tax bills, or that you’re 

checking your real estate tax obligations online. Most municipalities assess property 

taxes on a quarterly basis. Do not depend on Town Hall to change the ownership 

information. This can take weeks or months. Sometimes the mortgage company rolls 

the taxes into your mortgage payment, but you need to be sure. Homeowners have lost 

their homes by failing to pay taxes, and Town Hall does not want to hear that you never 

saw the bill. 

 

Apply for a residential exemption if the property you purchased is your primary 

residence. This will reduce your property tax bill, which will be a big help. 

 

 

Condo Fees 
 

If you bought a condo you will also need to schedule the condo fee payments. Some 

new condo owners mistakenly believe that these payments are included in the mortgage 

payments, but these are completely unrelated payments. If you don’t pay your condo 

fees the condo association could put a lien on your property, which means you’d have a 

hard time selling it later.  
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Ruth Lerner Team Difference: Once you buy a home with us, you are welcome to 

a free home evaluation anytime.  You do not need to wait to sell your home to receive 

a home evaluation, and please do not depend on Zillow or any other online service.   

 

The condo association can also foreclose on your condo if you do not pay these fees. 

You don’t want to let these fees rack up until they become financially unmanageable, so 

make sure you are receiving these bills, and responding to them. 

 

Following the Market 
 

Next, you’re going to want to keep up with local real estate statistics. When home 

prices appreciate considerably or when interest rates fall you might want to refinance 

your home. Your home is, after all, your most precious asset, so it’s wise to keep up 

with its value! 

 

Sign up for a monthly summary of real estate statistics by e-mailing me at 

ruth@ruthmalkinlerner.com. You can also check recent home sales in your 

neighborhood by visiting my website at ruthmalkinlerner.com. 

 

 

Task List: 

 Write your agent a positive review  

 Fill out and send residential exemption paperwork on time 

 If you bought a condo, get in touch with the management company.  Send the 

condo fee to the correct address, change name on the mailbox and buzzer.  

mailto:ruth@ruthmalkinlerner.com
http://www.ruthmalkinlerner.com/
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Ready for a Private Buyer Consultation? 
 

E-mail me at ruth@ruthmalkinlerner.com for a free, no-obligation home buyer 

consultation. By the time we’re done, I guarantee that you’ll feel more educated and 

more confident about buying your next home. I look forward to meeting you! 

 

Take a look at what my clients have had to say about working with me.  Go to my 

Zillow reviews page: http://www.zillow.com/profile/Ruth-Lerner/Reviews/ 

 

 
“Ruth did an excellent job working with us on the purchase of our first 
home. She helped us think through options in our target area and price 
range, walked us through every step of the process once we found the 
home we were looking for, negotiated with the sellers when a few 
surprises were found at the inspection, and stayed in close contact with us 
through the closing. We would definitely recommend Ruth for her patience, 
knowledge, and accessibility in guiding us through what could have been a 
much more stressful and trying process”. – Buyer, Single Family House in 
West Roxbury 
 

“Ruth was extremely knowledgeable, patient and helpful throughout 
the entire home buying process. As a first-time home buyer, I 
appreciated her responsiveness. She was a fantastic resource for all 

of my questions and took the time to walk me through each step. I'm 
very happy to have worked with her and would recommend her 
services to friends and family.” – Buyer, Condo in Brookline 

 
“You can't go wrong with Ruth! She is highly professional, friendly 
and has more than 10 years of experience in real estate. Many of 

her customers are from referrals, for good reason. She expertly 
helped us with placing a successful offer and with subsequent 
(sometimes difficult) negotiations with the seller, lawyers and 

mortgage experts. She always made herself available for our many 
questions about the process and kept us sane! Now we have the 
home we wanted!” – Buyer, Condo in Boston 

 
“Ruth impressed us with her knowledge of the market, 
professionalism, and responsiveness. Ruth understood us -our 

needs and wants-extremely well. Properties that she showed us 
were right on target for what we were looking for. And I felt that 
during the closing process she always “had our back”. Thank you, 

Ruth”! – Buyer, Condo in Boston 

 
  

mailto:ruth@ruthmalkinlerner.com
http://www.zillow.com/profile/Ruth-Lerner/Reviews/
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Appendix: 21 Most Common Home Buyer Questions 
 

Questions about getting started 

1. HOW DO I START THE SEARCH? 

Casually going to open houses is a good way to learn a neighborhood and home prices. You 

will become very knowledgeable very quickly. Be open to seeing properties which don’t 

exactly meet your criteria. There is an important learning process before any decisions are 

to be made. Remember to keep your personal information private, as the agent hosting the 

open house is representing the seller. 

 

2. WHERE DOES A FIRST TIME HOME BUYER START? 

The best place for a first time home buyer, or any buyer for that matter, is by hiring an 

agent. You want an agent who understands first-time-home-buyers needs, and agent who is 

patient, takes the time to explain the minutia, and who is happy to answer all your 

questions.  You can ask family and friends for recommendations or visit Zillow to read client 

reviews.  Feel free to ask agents you interview for referrals.  It is not just about "clicking" 

with the right person, but entrusting them to manager the largest transaction of your life! 

 

3. WHY DO I FIRST NEED A PRE-APPROVAL? 

The pre-approval letter is your first step to securing a loan. You don’t have to secure the 

loan with the mortgage broker who issues your pre-approval, so there is no need for 

extensive shopping. Working with your local banker or a recommended broker is ideal. 

With a pre-approval you are confident in your ability to secure a loan, you will know your 

limitations and learn a lot about financing in the meantime. 

 

4. WHY SHOULD I SIGN UP FOR MLS INSTEAD OF ZILLOW / TRULIA? 

Zillow, Trulia and other online services usually have a delay in posting new listings. Multiple 

Listing Service (MLS) is the original source of new listing information, and you can have 

access to it only through a real estate agent. Other than missing out on new listings, these 
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websites also have a lag in taking off the sold listings. So inventory of houses seems much 

larger than it really is. You are wasting your time searching through outdated information. 

 

5. WHY DO I NEED A BUYER’S AGENT? 

A buyer’s agent job is to manage the home buying process for you. You will benefit from 

experience, expertise in both the process and the geographical area. A buyer’s agent’s 

obligation is to give you sound advice, and represent your interest. Without a buyer’s agent 

you may miss important deadlines, go about your search inefficiently, and make offers which 

will not protect your interests. 

 

6. CAN I INVEST IN REAL ESTATE IF I DON’T HAVE MUCH CASH? 

To invest in real estate you usually need a minimum of 20% down, plus a cash reserve to 

support the property in case it is not rented. It may be worth a conversation with a loan 

officer, but likely to be difficult to obtain a loan for an investment property with little cash. 

 

Questions about financing and money 

8. DOES HOW I OBTAIN A DOWN PAYMENT MATTER (GIFT, LOAN, 

401K, HELOC)? 

This IS important. Planning ahead is key to avoid issues and possible tax implications. This is 

a conversation with a loan officer and accountant. Do not wait until you have an offer 

accepted before planning your down payment. 

9. HOMES IN BROOKLINE ARE SO EXPENSIVE, MAYBE I SHOULD KEEP 

RENTING? 

Depending on your finances, family, and commute, this may or may not be true. You owe it 

to yourself to explore the possibility of home ownership. Do not let Brookline home prices 

intimidate you! 

 

10. SHOULD I BUY ONLY IN A BUYER’S MARKET? 

This depends on your family and financial situation. I recommend home buyers buy on their 

own schedules, and not try to time the ebbs and flows of the real estate market. Since most 
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homeowners own their homes for many years, it is likely you will not be highly affected by a 

downturn, especially in Brookline and Newton. A sellers’ market is a difficult time to buy, 

but remember the sellers’ market means prices will go up further. 

 

11. HOW DO I KNOW I AM NOT PAYING TOO MUCH FOR A HOUSE 

OR CONDO? 

It is your agent’s job to help you make an offer which reflects the market and puts you in 

the best possible position. This is one of the most important reasons to hire an agent who is 

experienced and analytical, who takes your money seriously. 

 

12. HOW MUCH ARE CLOSING COSTS? 

Closing costs can vary widely depending on the mortgage program you choose. Expect to 

pay about 6% of the cost of the home. Other than various fees, you will also be paying the 

first mortgage payment and real estate taxes. 

 

13. WHAT IS A RESIDENTIAL EXEMPTION? 

When a homeowner lives in their property, (as opposed to renting it out), it is eligible for 

residential exemption in some towns and Cities. Boston, Cambridge and Brookline have 

residential exemption, Newton does not. It is your responsibility as a new homeowner to 

file for the exemption on time. 

 

14. CAN I BUY A PRIMARY HOME IF I DON’T HAVE MUCH CASH? 

You may. This is a conversation for you to have with a loan officer. If you have high credit, 

low debt and a steady income, you may be eligible for a loan. 

 

Questions about the home buying process 

15. WHAT IS THE AGENCY DISCLOSURE? 

The Mandatory Massachusetts Licensee Disclosure Statement is a form all agents must 

legally provide buyers upon showing them the first property. This is not a contract, you 

have absolutely no obligation, and you can sign them with many different agents. But be 
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aware, do not provide any private information about yourself or your finances to anyone 

until you decided to hire. 

 

16. SHOULD I FOLLOW NATIONAL REAL ESTATE NEWS? 

It may be useful to learn what is going on nation-wide, but the Boston real estate market is 

usually ahead of the curve by about 6-18 months. This is especially true of the condo 

market. Follow local trends, and ask your agent plenty of questions and stats. 

 

17. DO I NEED A RADON TEST? 

Radon is the second leading cause of lung cancer. It is a naturally occurring radiation from 

the ground. It can be mitigated and controlled. It is most important to check for radon if 

you are buying a house, or basement level condo. It should absolutely not be skipped if you 

plan to use the basement, live in the basement or have a dirt floor in the basement. 

18. I NEED TO SELL IN ORDER TO BUY. HOW DO I PULL THIS OFF? 

There is no specific formula to this move, it depends highly on your resources, and the 

markets where you are buying and selling. A consultation from a top notch real estate agent 

will help you sort this out. 

 

19. CAN I GET OUT OF A DEAL AFTER AN OFFER IS SIGNED? 

This is a subject not to be taken too lightly. If your constancies are written correctly, and 

you follow your deadlines accurately, you can usually get our of a real estate transaction 

without losing escrow money. 

 

Questions about real estate agents and commission 

20. HOW COMMISSION IS GET PAID FOR BUYER’S AGENTS? 

A buyer’s agent is almost always paid via the listing agent’s commission. The listing agent, 

representing the seller, has a contract with the seller to be paid a percentage of the final 

sale price. Usually this contract also states the listing agent will co-operate (pay) the agent 

for the buyer. 

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Radon
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21. WHAT IS THE DIFFERENCE AMONG ALL THE BROOKLINE MA REAL 

ESTATE OFFICES? 

Hiring a real estate professional is really about finding someone you like, trust, and find to 

be helpful. An experienced and knowledgeable agent can work in any brokerage. It is more 

important to find the right agent with a great reputation, than a well-known agency. If you 

call the company, you will likely be assigned an inexperienced agent, or someone who 

happens to pick up the phone. Do your research, ask questions, and hire the right agent for 

you. Reading agent reviews is a great way to find the agents to interview. 

 

 


